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Introduction: Urban Transition in a Multiple
Perspective

In October 2019 a group of economists, sociologists, urban planners, political sci-
entists and artists met in Catanzaro, Italy, to discuss the complex issues arising from a
magmatic period when the relationship between society, space and time is radically
changing. Nobody could imagine that unexpected events would have emphasised,
dramatised and accelerated the need for further interpretations aimed at anticipating
the possible shape of the cultural, social and economic paradigm of the next years.
Such a need was already emerging from the decline of the industrial society.

In the last 30 years accumulation and technology, variously combined with their
predictable outcome of new inequalities and conflicts, have developed around the
city as the hub where personal, social, cultural and professional flows have been
converging, overcrowding residential areas, relocating offices and institutions,
intensifying the friction between centre and periphery, and at the same time among
the various patches of multicultural communities. The centrality of these urban hubs
has also exerted a powerful influence upon cultural heritage and international
tourism, hence redrawing the balance of costs and benefits for the urban
communities.

Paradoxically, maybe predictably, metropolitan congestion had elicited a reac-
tion: a growing number of professionals, creative artists and families inverted the
route and went back to smaller, smoother places where time is not so rigid, space
allows them a more relaxed life, and work is possible, thanks to technology. From
digital nomads consulting in marketing for big companies and living in seaside
villages, to ‘boomerangs’ settling in provincial towns and working for metropolitan
customers, the need for a more relaxed dimension is spreading throughout the
world. The emergency caused by the virus is intensifying such processes that can be
interpreted as the most evident symptom of the passage between the late-industrial
paradigm and the emerging economic and social structure. At the same time, it is
amplifying conflicts, frictions and inequalities generated by the magmatic patch-
work of different social groups that share congested spaces and peak times in the
metropolitan fabric.

Thus, within such a radical change, the urban community is being modified, also
due to the emersion of new skills and competences whose dynamics and fertili-
sation will lead to reshaping the productive sector, the labour market and the social
urgencies. Within such a rapid change, the specialisation rush is leaving space to
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unstructured hybridisations, within the need to combine technical features and
humanistic approaches for a new cultural value chain, aimed at crafting the
evolving identity of contemporary society. A multidisciplinary approach is then
needed in order for the arising complex issues and their delicate implications to be
interpreted and dealt with.

This book collects the views and discussions of many scholars active in different
areas that share the question mark whereby the conference on Cultural Commons
and Urban Dynamics was shaped, in the awareness that an intensive discussion
among academics, professionals and artists on shared concerns would be beneficial
in pushing the boundaries of each discipline. We believe that a good book ends with
more questions than answers. Thus, we tried to approach the contributions in a way
that instigates further dialogue within and between disciplines. An intriguing
agenda for future research emerges from the investigations collected in this volume.
The aim is to offer a wider scope for interpretation of each involved discipline,
whose conventional knowledge seems to be less eloquent in interpreting the
emerging phenomena.

The book is organised in four parts. The contributions are grouped based on a
combination of methodological approaches and objects of analysis. The value of
cultural commons in the urban fabric is focused upon in the first part of the book,
where the scope and variety of commons are discussed (Galli and Garzarelli) from
Hardin’s tragedy to more optimistic and constructive theories. Commons are more
pervasive, and their analysis may prove insightful in order for us to interpret
complex interactions. Their analysis can prove useful for the design of policies
(Borchi), the balance of powers in the urban fabric (Holler and Rupp), the
extraction of value from cultural heritage (Bertacchini), the infrastructural choices
in the arts system (Sabatini) and the evolution of public art as a driver for shared
practices (Morea).

The second part explores the versatile value chain expressed by the city. The
fertile network of connections and interactions crossing its infrastructure is a unique
source of creativity (Dalfovo), faces delicate issues of material and symbolic
accessibility (Errante), and deals with digital tools able to encourage new protocols
of co-operation (Dalla Chiesa). In such a respect, the shape of cities generates a
common view able to respond to the urgency of shaping multiple identities (Fas-
sari), and can inspire innovative projects aimed at fertilising new functions and
unexpected cultural exchanges (Longo, Boeri, Roversi and Orlandi).

The variety of cultural commons, and their crucial value for the urban com-
munities, are reflected in many cases, whose heterogeneous sources, features and
impact make any attempts at drawing a model quite difficult and possibly contra-
dictory. In such a respect, cultural commons can arise from shared values in a
network of interactions (Antonucci), the preservation of past identity, rites and
beliefs in a changing environment (Macrì), the ongoing interactions among different
cultural groups (Migone), the struggle—and the eventual frictions—aimed at a
diffused acknowledgement of rights (Garcia and Schuck), the ambiguity of insti-
tutional dynamics among the legal framework, the municipal action and the urban
community (Lenna, Randazzo and Trimarchi).
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What happens out there? Cultural commons are older than formal rules: as many
ancient experiences show, the city is a collective enterprise (Frascarelli). They
prove a fertile cauldron for emerging ferments in the arts system, extracting new
values from creativity (Oliana), and at the same time can give eloquent visibility to
digital protest, overcoming rules crafted for analogic fractures (Clay). Cities have
many stories to tell, and their complex identity can be offered to voyagers inclined
to explore them (Bollati and Collina). More than words, images can give us a clear
perception of urban dynamics, thanks to the eloquence of a graphic novel (Arboleda
and Jankiewicz).

The book combines different views and examines various experiences, starting
from the growing literature on commons and focusing upon the specific features of
cultural commons, whose value chain stems from the joint dynamics of material
infrastructures and shared social practices, within the effective synergy between the
analogic and the digital dimensions. The likely direction of our close future will
represent a clear change in personal and professional lives, as well as in social,
productive and commercial exchanges. In such a framework, commons are mainly
cultural, since they refer to the search for shared identity, common motivation,
active practices and possibly semantic permeability with respect to the whole urban
community.

The exploration of commons will exert a strong impact on our relationship with
a more inclusive and friendly space, as well as with a less demanding and rigid
time. The benefits of the multidisciplinary approach adopted in the 2019 conference
and incorporated in this book invite readers to widen the scope of their cultural
route, also in the light of the growing need for a more versatile society in which the
myth of competition will gradually give space to shared practices and common
challenges.

Emanuela Macrì
Valeria Morea

Michele Trimarchi
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Urban Commons as a Response
to Institutional Constraints



From Goods to Orders and Rules
of Governance: A Preliminary
Exploration

Emma Galli and Giampaolo Garzarelli

Abstract

The purpose of this work is to bring into more explicit contact the theory of
commons as developed by Elinor Ostrom and collaborators with the theory of
order as developed by Friedrich A. von Hayek. We do so by shifting emphasis
from analyzing different types of goods in terms of their intrinsic properties, to
goods being analyzed in terms of how the intrinsic properties lead to extrinsic
consequences in terms of different governance solutions. Our preliminary
considerations suggest that Ostrom and Hayek are complementary when it
comes to considering governance solutions. Ostrom’s rules for the management
of the commons complement Hayek’s distinction between orders with abstract
and specific rules. Governance is about differences in kinds of rules as much as it
is about degrees of rules.

1 The Spectrum of Goods

We are mainly accustomed to defining—and comparing—different types of goods
in terms of their intrinsic economic properties. A private good is rival (consumption
of one unit of the good by an individual precludes the consumption of the same unit
by another individual) and excludable (the person who does not pay a good cannot
consume it). A public good is instead defined by the polar opposite intrinsic
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properties, namely, non-rivalry and non-excludability. Over the years, other goods
have been defined along intermediate lines. Thus, a club (or quasi-public) good is
non-rival (up to congestion), but excludable; and a commons (or an open-access)
good is rival but non-excludable. Figure 1 shows the standard taxonomy of these
goods according to their intrinsic economic properties.

Most of the discipline of public finance effectively verges on how the intrinsic
properties of different goods create problems for standard welfare reasoning,
leading to so-called market failure and, by difference, to direct government inter-
vention. One needs to simply recall the Samuelsonian statement that, given the
negative incentive that a public good engenders for preference revelation, there is
the impossibility “of a decentralized spontaneous solution” for the supply of public
goods (Samuelson 1954, p. 388). Tiebout (1956), of course, provocatively (Fischel
2001) proved Samuelson wrong with the well-known notion of spontaneous con-
sumer–voter sorting—later dubbed voting with the feet. The implications of Tieb-
out’s provocation for the theoretical study of federalism are history.

More generally, Tiebout contains, albeit less explicitly, a lesson of another
nature—on method. Tiebout did not present a market failure argument; what he did,
if somewhat implicitly, is to perform comparative institutional analysis. He com-
pared the costs and benefits of the ballot to those of a decentralized public sector in
terms of learning about public good preferences. In other words, we see a shift in
emphasis from analyzing different types of goods in terms of their intrinsic prop-
erties, to goods being analyzed in terms of how the intrinsic properties lead to
extrinsic consequences in terms of different governance solutions (Garzarelli 2004).

If Tiebout is implicitly a vanguard application of comparative institutional
analysis to see if public goods can be supplied through decentralization, Bucha-
nan’s theory of clubs (1965) is the first work to consider goods and their different
intrinsic properties in terms of an explicit governance solution. The optimal club
equilibrium from Buchanan’s model in fact is “defined in the process of its
emergence” (Buchanan 1982), namely, it endogenously yields both optimal number
of club members and optimal level of club good (non-rival and exclusive).

Rival Nonrival

Exclusive Private good Club or quasipublic 
good 

Nonexclusive Commons or open 
access good Public good

Fig. 1 A standard taxonomy of goods
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The same can be said about governance when commons are involved, though the
approach is not as theoretically driven, but more of a mixture of fieldwork and
theory. Hardin’s allegory of a pasture open to all (1968, p. 1244) is proposed to
understand how a case of institutional failure occurs. As a rational agent, each
“herdsman will try to keep as many cattle as possible on the commons … to
maximize his gain … Each man is locked into a system that compels him to
increase his herd without limit—in a world that is limited. Ruin is the destination
toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a society that
believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in the commons brings ruin to
all.” As Frischmann (2013, p. 215) emphasizes, Hardin’s tragedy illustrates “a
rather standard economics problem of interdependence, which involves issues of
collective goods or external effects.” Hardin (1968) pointed out that the tragedy of
the commons was occurring because of a lack of an extrinsic governance solution
considering the intrinsic properties of an open-access good. He basically asked for
the development of an institutional solution about how to govern goods that are
rival and nonexclusive. In his view, commons governance requires either public
intervention, which abolishes private autonomy to reduce the over-exploitation of
the resource, i.e., the state, or the establishment and enforcement of property and
exclusion rights, i.e., the market. In other words, government regulation and pri-
vatization are considered alternative ways to solve the problem of resource allo-
cation limiting the use, and guaranteeing the sustainability, of the good.

As Frischmann et al. (2019, p. 218) recall, going through the reactions to
Hardin’s view (1968), “Elinor Ostrom and other social scientists challenged the
frame set by Hardin by asking two foundational sets of questions: First, how well
does the tragedy of the commons allegory describe reality? Is it a useful theory for
making predictions about real-world behavior of individuals sharing common-pool
resources? Does it describe a normal or exceptional situation? Does it provide a
useful basis for choosing or designing regulatory solutions? Second, does the binary
choice between government command-and-control regulation and private property-
enabled markets reflect the full range of options?” (see also Frischmann 2013,
p. 390).

2 Governing the Commons

Ostrom (and collaborators) showed that common goods also have an endogenous
solution: there are different governance solutions that solve different problems tied
to different types of rival and nonexclusive goods. Alternatively stated, not all
common goods have identical governance solutions, but the important matter is that
the solutions are neither pure market nor pure state, which is the same conclusion
one reaches in club theory. The governance world is not in black and white, but in
shades of gray.

From Goods to Orders and Rules of Governance … 5



So, the work of Buchanan (1965) and Ostrom (e.g., 1998) and, less directly, of
Tiebout (1956) can be seen as entailing a shift from the polar governance categories
of market and state to more nuanced categories of governance. Governance
trade-offs are no longer either-or choices, but, like goods, occur along a spectrum.
This means that there is a broader interest not just in the intrinsic economic
properties of different goods but also in the extrinsic feasible governance categories
linked to different goods.

We believe that more attention ought to be given to different goods vis-à-vis
their governance structures. In this respect, Hayek provides a useful perspective by
thinking about feasible, alternative governance structures—what he called social
orders—in terms of abstract and specific rules. Different governance is defined in
terms of rules; however, the original issue of reasoning according to polar extremes
that one finds in the taxonomy of goods, one finds in Hayek’s theory of governance.
Our interest is to see how reasoning according to a different good, namely, the
commons, can offer insights about orders that are not just polar extremes but
operate at different degrees of abstraction.

3 Social Orders and Types of Rules

Hayek (2013) long ago pointed out that it is possible to conceive different social
orders in terms of different types of rules. A market is governed by rules that are
abstract. Abstract rules are not directed toward any specific end. Rather they are
about conveying a general mode of acting sensibly under specific situations that we
cannot fully predict and act upon through traditional economic reasoning (maxi-
mization subject to constraints). Anticipating many (e.g., Smith 2003; Gigerenzer
2014), Hayek basically asserts that the way to deal with the complexity of everyday
choices is by means of rules that do not deal with concrete scenarios. In his words,
abstract “concepts are a means to cope with the complexity of the concrete which
our mind is not fully capable of mastering … We never act, and could never act, in
full consideration of all the facts of a particular situation, but always by singling out
as relevant only some aspects of it” (Hayek 2013, p. 29). In this sense, the market is
the quintessential abstract-rule governance: it coordinates behavior spontaneously
through relative prices as the need emerges. Each time, coordination is an outcome
of idiosyncratic adjustment processes, not a predefined static optimization.

When rules are not abstract but specific (or concrete), we have direction toward a
specific end. This marks the passage from spontaneity (market order) to design in
governance (a planned order that is an organization). Order is “a state of affairs in
which a multiplicity of elements of various kinds are so related to each other that we
may learn from our acquaintance with some spatial or temporal part of the whole to
form correct expectations concerning the rest, or at least expectations which have a
good chance of proving correct” (Hayek 2013, p. 37, original emphasis). Organi-
zation is instead a type of social order that is directed toward an end (Hayek 2013,
pp. 36, 41). Therefore, the rules of an organization are more specific than those of
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an order; they are less abstract, dependent on purpose, and more concrete. They are
designed to pursue an end. A paradigmatic Hayekian illustration of designed
governance is the state that ought to supply public goods at efficient cost. One can
easily think of other illustrations of designed governance (multinational, bureau,
department of defense, etc.).

So Hayek gives us broad institutional categories to think about governance
alternatives: abstract rules pertain to spontaneous governance and specific rules to
planned governance. This taxonomy served Hayek’s purpose well, as he was
engaged in the defense of freedom against social planning. Social planning (specific
rules) suppresses spontaneity (abstract rules), meaning that it stifles the ability to
adapt to unforeseen circumstances and individual initiative, such as entrepreneur-
ship, which cannot but lead to misery. For its purpose of demonstrating the
weakness of central planning, the taxonomy is, as constructed, a powerful and fully
valid one.

At the same time, note that there is no in between. The choice is at polar
extremes; we either have one or the other type of governance. In other words, a
spontaneous order reflects the highest degree of abstraction, while the planned order
(organization) the highest degree of specificity. Yet already in 1945, we know, for
example, that in the planned governance of a Prisoner of War camp, design does not
fully eradicate spontaneity: economic relations, such as trading, remained (Radford
1945). Similar cases are documented more recently for US prisons (Skarbeck
2014). Rules can plan governance, but not fully, some spontaneous relations still
emerge. In theoretical terms, this entails that Hayek lacks a full spectrum of rules
(Whitman 2009).

4 Tailored Governance Systems Within General Principles

In Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action
(1990), Ostrom describes a variety of tangible, sui generis situations where a
community can self-organize by implementing an efficient governance system of
common resources without resorting to either government (regulation) or privati-
zation (market). Using the framework of game theory, Ostrom argues that under
certain conditions the users of a common resource can avoid the tragedy and limit
the overuse and free-riding pointed out by Hardin (1968). She accordingly develops
a series of “design principles” that are aimed to capture the interests of both the
individuals and the community. That is to say that she points to principles that
guarantee the preservation rather than depletion (viz., the tragedy) of the resource.
The principles, which can be maintained through successive generations of users,
are the following (e.g., Ostrom 1990, p. 90):

1. Boundaries: clear definition of the boundaries of the resource and of the group
of users;
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2. Rules: search of a balance between the appropriation of resources for con-
sumption and those used to guarantee the provision, i.e., the demand and supply
equilibrium;

3. Participation: use of decision-making methods that guarantee the democratic
participation of the community in defining and modifying the operational rules,
when needed;

4. Monitoring: control of the resource users’ conduct vis-à-vis the rules;
5. Sanctioning: definition of a system of gradual sanctions with respect to the

violation of the operational rules whose aim is to elicit conformity;
6. Conflict resolution: design of easy and low-cost mechanisms for conflict reso-

lution among users and users and officials;
7. Autonomy: recognition of the right of self-determination for the community

which is not challenged by an external authority;
8. Nested enterprises (for a commons good that is part of a larger system):

preferably, design of a polycentric organization in multiple layers to manage
appropriation, provision, enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance
activities.

These principles are abstract, even though based on factual situations; and
empirical evidence supports their validity (Cox et al. 2010). The reasoning they
embody seems to be abductive: the research process starts with empirical obser-
vations that cannot be explained by the existing range of theories, and so there is a
search for the “best” explanation among many alternatives (e.g., Bryman and Bell
2015). Abductive reasoning is characterized by lack of completeness, which may
concern either the empirical evidence or the theoretical explanation or both, and
shows potential heuristic value from intuition. The intuitive gap-filling implicit in
abduction resonates with Hayek’s notion of abstract rules.

Ostrom’s work does not provide a theoretical solution to the tragedy of com-
mons; rather, it proposes a general method, which is the search for the most efficient
(relatively speaking) governance solutions in light of the “particular circumstances
of time and place” (Hayek 1945, p. 521)—that is, the specific, concrete charac-
teristics of the resource and the needs of the community. In this search of the
solution, the autonomies of both the individual and the community become inter-
twined in a continuous, pragmatic search for the most adequate governance solu-
tion. And this is based on a second-generation paradigm of rationality, according to
which individuals are “complex, fallible learners who seek to do as well as they can,
given the constraints that they face and who are able to learn heuristics, norms,
rules, and how to craft rules to improve achieved outcomes” (Ostrom 1998, p. 9).
This is also in line with Hayek’s notion of abstract rules.

Therefore, each case has its own specificity and the tragedy of the commons can
be avoided through a tailored governance solution for the community which uses
the resource (Ostrom 1990, 1994). In different terms, each commons governance
develops its own rules within the framework of Ostrom’s general principles,
implying that a commons good is an intermediate category of good whose gov-
ernance relies on sui generis rules. This means that we can envision a bottom-up
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approach of sorts, where the design principles become unique in terms of time and
place, reflecting an intermediate, rather than polar (market or state governance?),
degree of abstraction. Through the creation of a tailored governance system, the
commons become an order of intermediate abstraction (like, after all, a club). Many
commons orders are therefore possible. Recent works have started to focus on
which sets of principles are more relevant, or are more easily implemented,
depending on the context (Baggio et al. 2016; Schlager 2016; Villamayor-Tomas
et al. 2019).

5 Concluding Remarks

How can Ostrom and Hayek be complementary? In order to explain different
orders, including organizations, the absolute concepts of abstraction versus con-
creteness are limited. While Hayek formulates a well-defined theory of social orders
even though he does not apply it to solve governance problems in general, Ostrom
pragmatically proposes a method to solve the problem of intermediate cases
resorting to sui generis rules, which are contained within a spectrum whose
extremes are order (i.e., the market) and organization (such as, most notably, the
state).

We need degrees of abstraction rather than absolute concepts or reasoning by
extreme. The need is not just conceptual (Whitman 2009), but also empirical. For
the governance of most types of goods actually lies at the interstices between
spontaneity and design. We do not just have either-or trade-offs in kinds of gov-
ernance, but also trade-offs in degrees of governance (Garzarelli 2006).
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Towards a Policy for the Cultural
Commons

Alice Borchi

Abstract

The chapter aims to explore the relationship between cultural policy-makers,
activist organisations and their users. In an international landscape where the
cultural sector is facing different challenges in terms of funding, access and
participation, this paper seeks to find possible pathways to innovation in
citizen-led initiatives. Furthermore, it investigates the concept of cultural
commons, its practical applications and the kind of policy infrastructure that
makes them possible. In order to do so, it will analyse existing policies on the
commons available in Italy and will identify further directions towards the legal
recognition of cultural commons.

The term ‘cultural commons’ presents several different definitions and applications.
In this chapter, we will examine some of these interpretations, analyse how they are
applied on a policy level and identify further pathways for the development of
commons-based practices in urban cultural policy. For this purpose, we need to
analyse the origin of the discourse on the commons and its contemporary evolution.
Ostrom (1990) argues that Garrett Hardin’s analysis of “Tragedy of the Commons”
(1968), which asserted that humans’ economic rationality and individualism pre-
vents them from creating successful strategies for the management of common-pool
resources, fails to include many important cultural and behavioural aspects. Indeed,
her theoretical framework for the analysis of common-pool resources includes a
variety of factors, including the ability of those who use the resource to acknowl-
edge the benefit they can have from the pursuit of the common good and collaborate
to design a shared set of rules. According to Ostrom, a group of appropriators is
able to manage a common-pool resource in a complex and uncertain environment
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(hence the contingency of the commitment) if a series of rules is set. As explained
by the author, a group of people sharing a common-pool resource

can be expected to make contingent commitments to follow rules that:

• define a set of appropriators who are authorized to use a Common Pool Resource
(design principle 1),

• relate to the specific attributes of the CPR1 and the community of appropriators
using the CPR (design principle 2),

• are designed, at least in part, by local appropriators (design principle 3),
• are monitored by individuals accountable to local appropriators (design

principle 4) (…).

When individuals are presented with rules meeting these criteria, a safe,
advantageous, and credible commitment can be made. The commitment is to follow
the rules so long as (1) most similarly situated individuals adopt the same com-
mitment and (2) the long-term expected net benefits to be achieved by this strategy
are greater than the long-term expected net benefits for individuals following
short-term, dominant strategies (1990, p. 185).

This set of principles, which was originally applied by Ostrom to natural
common-pool resources, can be applied to other forms of management of shared
properties and also to practices of co-production. In particular, the term ‘commons’
has gained a particular relevance in the field of knowledge sharing (Hess and
Ostrom 2007). Over the last 20 years, knowledge has become one of the most
important economic resources, as it provides the basis for technological and sci-
entific innovation. The role of knowledge in the contemporary economic scenario is
so important as to characterise it as a ‘knowledge-driven economy’. This term
describes:

(…) an economy in which the generation and the exploitation of knowledge have come to
play the predominant part in the creation of wealth. It is not simply about pushing back the
frontiers of knowledge; it is also about the more effective use and exploitation of all types
of knowledge in all manner of economic activity. (Coates and Warwick 1999, p. 12)

In a knowledge-driven economy, knowledge is not only intrinsically valuable,
nor it is only an instrument to improve technology and find more efficient ways to
produce goods and make profits; instead, it represents a source of profit per se.
Lyotard foresaw this transformation in 1985 and described this process of com-
modification of knowledge as follows: “Knowledge is and will be produced in order
to be sold, it is and will be consumed in order to be valorised in a new production:
in both cases, the goal is exchange” (1984, p. 4). Exchange, therefore, is what
pushes knowledge forward. Starting from the assumption that in a neoliberal age,
the value of every commodity is determined by its exchange value, one can see how
knowledge represents a highly profitable source of wealth. As ideas are not physical
objects and IT allows them to be reproduced and shared with no geographical

1Common-pool resource.
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boundaries, the opportunities for exchange are limitless, and the global marketi-
zation of knowledge is highly remunerative.

From this concept, some further understanding of knowledge-driven online
commons has been advanced, especially for the sphere of creative intellectual
property. The Creative Commons license can be seen as the most notable case of
regulating this kind of practice, as it allows the use of intellectual property in a
flexible way, according to the author’s preferences (Creative Commons 2020). This
not only encourages co-creative approaches to the generation of online intellectual
property but, most importantly, places the authority on the subject directly in the
hands of creators. At this stage, however, with the exception of regulations such as
the Creative Commons and Open Access licenses, few legal systems offer an
official recognition of the concept of commons; property regimes are still funda-
mentally divided between public and private. For the purposes of this chapter, we
will focus on the Italian legal system, which provides some useful examples of how
we can understand the commons both as a property regime and as a set of rights.

Italian jurist Stefano Rodotà’s definition of commons highlights the intercon-
nectedness of the commons and fundamental human rights; according to the author,
the commons can be understood as “the goods functionally necessary for making
effective the person’s fundamental rights and the fulfilment of her/his personality”
(2013, p. 4). However, the sphere of fundamental rights encompasses both the
individual and the collective spheres. The relational nature of the commons,
according to the author, can foster civic engagement and a sense of community:

In this sense, [the commons] are a truly “heritage of the humanity” and all interested person
must be legitimized to intervene in order to make effective and to protect them. In the very
nature of these goods there is the sharing of responsibilities among different actors, the
effectiveness of equality, the building up of social relationships instead of selfish separation.
(2013, p. 4)

In the Italian context, the design of a law on the commons started with the
Rodotà commission for a modification of the laws of the Civil Code on public
property. The commission was established by the Ministry of Justice in 2007 and
was led by Stefano Rodotà; in 2003, however, scholars Sabino Cassese, Antonio
Gambaro, Ugo Mattei and Edoardo Reviglio had already submitted a memorandum
recommending the Ministry of Economy and Finance to form a commission to
reform the jurisdiction of public assets (Ministero della Giustizia 2007). Over the
years, the proposal was subject to several changes, but the key point, that is, the
distinction between public property, private property and commons, remained
intact. The rationale of the law is to design a new category of property regime—the
commons—that is to be understood as a form of “diffuse property” that involves
both private and public bodies (Ministero della Giustizia 2008). According to the
proposal, natural resources such as rivers and mountains fall into this category, but
also heritage, archaeological sites and cultural assets, as they all are things that are
functional to the expression of fundamental rights and to the free development of
people (idem). This proposal, however, never became a law and was never dis-
cussed by the Italian parliament.
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The concept of commons as a third category of property that is neither public nor
private is not the only one that has been debated in Italian academia. Marella states
that the legal concept of commons is not to be understood as a third form of
property, but rather as a bundle of rights (2017). The commons, therefore, can be
placed in a continuum between private and public properties; the rights connected
to the common, such as access and management, can be “disarticulated from
ownership” and transferred to other people (idem, p. 83). According to the author,
“collective rights of access to those publicly or privately owned resources that are
functional to the fulfillment of an individuals’ fundamental rights can be grounded
on the social function norm” (idem, p. 75); this concept is perfectly in line with the
key tenets outlined by Rodotà; the commons are indeed essential to the personal
realisation of individuals and to their fundamental rights as a collective. However,
as noted by Marella, the legal concept of the commons as a bundle of rights, in
various degrees, has been applied exclusively by local governments in the Italian
context; on the national level, the Italian Constitution promotes citizen-led initia-
tives but does not offer a framework for transferring bundles of rights as the one
defined in recent local regulations (idem, pp. 80–81). The city of Bologna was a
pioneer in this field and created a regulation that allows forms of collaboration
between the city council and the citizens for safeguarding tangible, intangible and
digital commons (Comune di Bologna 2014). This policy was eventually adopted
by several other Italian cities but was never scaled up to a national level.

Therefore, it is clear that the concept of commons is multifaceted, as it
encompasses natural and human-made resources (tangible and intangible resources,
including knowledge and cultural assets) and, even in the same legal context, there
are multiple interpretations of it. From a legal perspective, we can make a dis-
tinction between ‘commons as property’ and ‘commons as a bundle of rights’. In
the context of Italian legislation, we can see examples of both of these concepts: the
Rodotà commission attempted to introduce the first concept as a national policy, but
did not succeed; the latter, instead, is now the key principle of a regulation that has
been adopted by several Italian cities. Having explored the concept of commons, its
evolution and its legal applications, it is now necessary to map the different
understandings of ‘cultural commons’. Analysing different definitions and uses of
the term is necessary to understand its relationship to different areas of cultural
policy and its political value.

According to Santagata et al., “Cultural Commons refer to cultures located in
time and space—either physical or virtual—and shared and expressed by a com-
munity” (2011, p. 1). This definition includes both tangible and intangible forms of
culture; it is also relevant to note that it includes forms of cultural production that
have an important impact on the economy of a community, such as the brand of
Barolo wine (idem, p. 2), not only on its cultural life. Like natural common-pool
resources, they are shared systems of collective action, but with an important
difference: natural common-pool resources are characterised by exhaustion prob-
lems due to limited carrying capacity (Hardin 1968; Ostrom 1990), whereas cultural
commons are non-rival in consumption. Bowers provides an alternative definition
of the cultural commons, stating that they “include activities, knowledge, skills, and
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patterns of mutual support that do not rely on a monetized economy” (2009,
p. 197); this definition places the cultural commons in the realm of informal
economy, with a lesser focus on their material and relevance for the sustenance of
the community of appropriators.

Other definitions, based on intellectual property theory, have been formulated by
Christen (2005), Halbert (2005), Madison et al. (2010) and Solum (2010). These
definitions focus on the cultural commons as knowledge and intellectual
property-driven commons, with a strong emphasis on digital forms of commons.
The generation, protection and exploitation of intellectual property are a very
important aspect of cultural policy, especially for what concerns the development of
the creative and cultural industries; this is even more relevant in the digital context.
However, this chapter will not focus on this aspect of the cultural commons, as it
would require a much broader space and an in-depth analysis of international
intellectual property policies; instead, it will focus on the more material aspects of
this concept and on its intellectual relevance for the field of cultural policy. For this
purpose, this chapter will use Santagata et al.’s (2011) definition of commons for its
inclusivity and for its attention to the material aspect, not in its tangible quality but
in its vital role in the sustenance of communities of appropriators. To further clarify
the relationship between the cultural commons and cultural policy, we will analyse
heritage and occupied cultural spaces. These two areas present radically different
characteristics, but they also share some very similar concerns in relation to issues
of access, management and exploitation.

The concept of cultural heritage, in its tangible and intangible forms, can be
understood as a form of commons. Indeed, as explained by Marta Botta (in Ramos
2016, pp. 26–31), heritage and heritage sites constitute a commons, as they are
embodiments of a shared past that can be enjoyed by all citizens. Regardless of
heritage’s property regime, its cultural and social value makes it important for a
large number of people; for this reason, it is necessary to regulate its access and
management in an inclusive way. Indeed, as analysed by Bruncevic, the safeguard
of heritage presents interesting social dilemmas in terms of access, sustainability
and exploitation (2014, pp. 50–51); for this reason, we can think of heritage as a
common-pool resource characterised by a complex system of values. Using the
commons as a conceptual framework poses an interesting opportunity for cultural
policy, as it would allow a reconceptualization of heritage, not as a country’s
exploitable resource (Borchi 2019), but rather as something that has collective value
beyond its monetization, and as such needs a collective effort to be preserved and
accessed.

The idea of heritage is not limited to the sphere of culture, but it also includes
nature, as stated by the UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection of the
World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972). For the purpose of this chapter, it is
interesting to analyse the interconnectedness of these two aspects in the context of
landscape, to be understood as the interplay of natural and human-made elements.
The concept of landscape appears in the Italian Constitution as one of the elements
that the State is in charge of preserving for the sake of the common good. Salvatore
Settis analyses the relationship between humans and nature from a legal perspective
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interpreting the concept of landscape as a commons (2012). The author describes
how the Italian Constitution takes into account the preservation of the natural
environment, which is considered a common property of the whole nation. More-
over, as underlined by Settis, the Code of Cultural Heritage and Landscape
associates heritage sites to the landscape, making a strong connection between
natural assets and man-built works of art and architectural excellence. The concept
of landscape can also be intended as ‘environment’ or ‘territory’, as these terms
belong to the same discourse on the interaction between natural resources and
human land modification. Settis (ibid.) argues that the landscape is, indeed, the most
neglected part of the national commons: years of poor urban planning, illegal
constructions, pollution, bad management of rural areas and deforestation have
radically changed the Italian landscape. It is therefore not only the use of natural
resources that needs to be regulated, but also how humans intervene in these
resources, in order to prevent private interests from damaging something that
belongs to everyone. Indeed, as stated by Mitchell, law plays a very important role
in the evolution of landscape, both physically and theoretically; landscape also
reflects the shortcomings of legal systems, and the inequality and injustice of
societies (2003). In the Italian context, we can see the preservation of landscape as
the core of WWF’s campaign “Riutilizziamo l’Italia2”, which aims to reconvert
abandoned urban and rural spaces into areas that can be enjoyed by the whole
community, a sort of modern-day commons that can oppose the enclosures dictated
by urban sprawl and speculation (WWF 2020).

The preoccupation with urban abandonment and new enclosures is also central
to the occupation of occupied spaces that took place in Italy between 2011 and
2014. In order to understand how these spaces represented, and still represent, a
form of commons, as well as the symbolic relevance of the act of occupation, it is
necessary to analyse the tradition of occupation in Italian social movements. The act
of occupying a place is a highly symbolic gesture that carries many different
meanings: it is an act of protest, but it also has an element of performance
and narrative content. The #OccupyWallStreet movement that was born in New
York in 2011 as a form of protest against financial greed and corruption brought
about a new interest in the forms of protest that were once associated with the
French movement of 1968. Italy’s history of occupation is strongly connected to the
history of self-managed social centres; the term chosen to define these centri so-
ciali3 is not ‘squats’, as the term used in English usually defines occupation for
social housing purposes only. Italy’s centri sociali, like squats, are spaces that offer
shelter to the occupiers, but they are aimed at the organisation of political activities
and are themselves a form of protest against governmental powers. The occupied
buildings are often former factories, as they offer the necessary room to organise
assemblies, shows and concerts. They are typically located in industrial areas where
the youth population is more likely to face problems such as poverty and lack of

2English translation: “Let’s re-utilize Italy”.
3English translation: “social centres”.
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cultural provision, therefore more in need of a space to experience creative, cultural
and political activities.

The experiences of centri sociali are very important to understand the nature of
occupied cultural places, as they embody the tradition of Italian political activism
and present many common features with the organisations born inside occupied
cultural spaces between 2011 and 2014. Researching occupied spaces in Italy
entails researching grand narratives, to use Lyotard’s vocabulary, of the Italian
radical left. Centri sociali represent an important alternative to the alienation,
commodification and conformation of neoliberalised life in Italy. Indeed, the col-
lective of Italian writers, Wu Ming (2002) describes centri sociali as the most
important resource of the resistance to the second Berlusconi government (2001–
2005); in a state where most media were controlled by one person (who was also
the country’s Prime Minister), spaces where people could gather, talk and dis-
seminate ideas with a clear leftist agenda were crucial. A significant change in the
way people use centri sociali has been described by Angelo Mastrandrea (2016) in
an article about Milan’s Leoncavallo, one of the oldest centri sociali in Italy. First,
some centres sought, and obtained, a legal status. This change can be seen as a
necessary step for many organisations; as their role in the cultural and social life of
the city became more important and recognised, it was necessary for them to seek
public funding. Their illegal status made it impossible for them to obtain any form
of official financial support. For example, Leoncavallo, despite being officially
recognised by the Region of Lombardy as a cultural association, is still threatened
to be forcibly evacuated, because the activists are occupying a building that is
private property of the Cabassi family (idem).

Another significant change lies in the way people engage with centri sociali. In
1970s, they were mainly a place where activists could organ their activities; several
generations over the decades have taken part in the occupations, each of them with
different political focuses (from partisans to anti-prohibitionists). According to the
activist interviewed in Mastrandea’s article, external pressures are limiting people’s
participation in activism; they are more focused on finding a job or on sustaining
themselves between freelancing and short-term contracts. This trend is noticeable in
the rise of the creation of co-working spaces, workshops and artisanal laboratories
in centri sociali. Other initiatives, such as communal gardens and kitchens, provide
a significant help for those people who struggle with poverty. Over the years, centri
sociali also developed a particular attention to migrants and refugees, offering help
and support. Centri sociali, therefore, started moving their focus from being sites of
political activism to include practices of shared production and consumption based
on collective processes. In this sense, we can see them as a form of social com-
moning that not only has a radical political meaning, but also a very important
practical role in the everyday life of their communities of appropriators.

In the last 5 years, Italy saw the rise of a number of occupied spaces that share
some of the key features of a centro sociale, as they are conceived as a space of
contestation of the current system and provide a home for the occupants as well, but
are radically different in their organisation and mission. These buildings have a
symbolic meaning per se, as their former use was cultural, which is the case
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of teatri occupati, occupied theatres all over Italy. At the root of these occupations,
there is not only a political and social project but, most importantly, the dissatis-
faction and the concern of a group of professionals who work in the field of theatre
and culture. The occupation of a building, therefore, is not only an act of contes-
tation, but also an occasion to do what the Italian professionals of the cultural sector
felt denied—working. The economic crisis and the subsequent cuts to the arts
inevitably provoked a sense of exclusion from the job market and a feeling of
helplessness among young cultural professionals, especially in theatre and perfor-
mance. Theatre professionals were not only looking for a space for aesthetic
experimentation, but for the contestation of a system that did not acknowledge the
dignity of their work and their right to receive a fair pay. This is coherent with the
evolution of other occupied spaces, such as centri sociali, that combine activism
with daily collective activities, such as knowledge-sharing workshops. We can
understand these practices as a form of pre-figurative politics that was and still is at
the root of a variety of activists practice, from anarchism to the #Occupy movement
(Raekstad 2018).

This kind of artistic practice, intertwined with public engagement and an
underlying idea of social justice, eventually found its political counterpart in the
theories of the commons. In practice, this meant that these organisations used a
shared system of governance based on round tables and collective assemblies;
adopted a participatory approach in their artistic work, in some cases blurring the
lines between artist, activist, occupant and participant; and tried to keep their work
as accessible as possible by using a pay-what-you-want approach or very low ticket
prices (Bailey and Mattei 2013; Froment 2016; Borchi 2018). Several occupied
spaces eventually joined the “Municipality of Commons” (Municipio dei Beni
Comuni), a network that brings together several different associations involved in
the cause of the commons. The Municipality of the Commons runs campaigns for
the legal recognition of the commons in Italian law and for other causes associated
with the common good of the nation. However, one of the key characteristics of
these spaces was their dual nature as both sites of protest and resistance and as sites
of cultural production. In this sense, we can understand occupied cultural spaces as
anti-capitalist commons (Caffentzis and Federici 2014).

Caffentzis and Federici provide a detailed analysis of the anti-capitalist com-
mons. First, they should be produced, not given (2014, p. 101). Indeed, the
occupations were not mere symbolic acts but were able to produce a system of
shared spaces and practices through a relational process. Other systems of
resource-sharing in the urban context have appropriated the language of the com-
mons, but without developing a community-oriented relational approach. For
example, co-working spaces have become indispensable to freelance and precarious
workers, especially from the creative sector, as many young professionals cannot
afford a personal office. These organisations seem to have some of the communi-
tarian spirits of the commons and to value collaboration over individualism, but
they also share the same objectives of efficiency, innovation and brand culture
typical of the neoliberal discourse. Access to the commons, as stated by the authors,
is not merely a matter of usage of a resource, but is focused on shared governance:
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“Equal access to the means of (re)production and egalitarian decision making must
be the foundation of the commons” (idem, p. 102). In the context of the cultural
commons, this means blurring the categories of managers, audiences, artists and
producers. This process was facilitated in occupied cultural spaces through delib-
erative practices such as public assemblies and round tables that involved the
people at the centre of the occupation, participants and audiences.

The work of the activist also began an important dialogue on participatory
governance in Italian culture, in particular on the local level. In a country where
public cultural institutions are strongly centralised and often seen as a tourist
attraction, rather than a resource for the community, this is an important step
forward. Furthermore, Federici and Caffentzis clarify that “commons must guar-
antee the reproduction of our lives. Exclusive reliance on ‘immaterial’ commons,
like the internet, will not do (2014, p. 101)”. Indeed, it is necessary to think of a
kind of cultural commons that, if mismanaged, can have limited carrying capacity
due to overconsumption. A tradition, a poem or a play can continue to exist no
matter how many people consume them; perhaps, it is the contrary: the more people
enjoy them over time, the longer they can survive. However, the infrastructure that
makes it possible to have them—spaces, instruments, working practices—can
instead become insufficient if their use is not regulated. This does not mean that
tangible forms of cultural commons are fated to overconsumption and extinction,
but they can be preserved if they are managed appropriately.

Having analysed the different understandings of the concept of cultural com-
mons, we can ask: how can we approach their legal recognition within the
framework of cultural policy? What key philosophical tenets should underly poli-
cies on the cultural commons? And lastly, how can we reconcile the radical,
anti-capitalist nature of the commons with their legalisation?

The cultural commons and the shared governance systems that manage them can
be seen as an important framework for achieving cultural democracy. As stated by
Rodotà, the commons are intertwined with human’s fundamental rights, both as
individuals and as a collective, and with democracy (2013). Following this thread, it
is evident that the cultural commons, their legitimacy and their fruition, cannot be
alienated from the sphere of cultural democracy. Gross and Wilson define cultural
democracy as “a sustained but evolving system of governance for substantive
cultural freedom” (2020, p. 12). The authors focus on the notion of “cultural
opportunity”, its ecological nature and its interconnectedness with different cultural
resources (in Gross 2019, p. 2). As stated by Hadley and Belfiore (2018), cultural
democracy cannot be achieved without questioning the system of power that lies as
the basis for cultural value. In order to do so, it is necessary to re-think about the
purpose of cultural policy and the way it functions.

Jancovich and Bianchini (2013) state that cultural policy currently follows “the
deficit model”, which attributes the problems related to cultural participation to the
individual. The creative commons remove the focus on the individual and are based
instead on the collective—not only to be intended as the collective enjoyment of the
arts, or passive participation, but rather as the collective construction of cultural
value. The creation and management of the cultural commons ensure a grassroots
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approach that enables citizens to determine their own engagement, without a focus
on “excellence”—that is, a distinction between high and low forms of culture.
Indeed, following Sennett’s idea of “disorder” (1970), we can understand the
commons as a site where people with different backgrounds can interact and col-
lectively produce culture; this can bring about co-productive processes between
professional and non-professional artists, with a strong focus on process rather than
product.

The idea of cultural democracy, however, is not neutral; Hadley highlights the
importance of the history of this term and its political nature, stressing its rela-
tionship with other forms of democracy and its revolutionary essence (2018, p. 53).
Institutionalising the concept of cultural democracy might eventually hinder its
efficacy and be used as an instrument to reinforce cultural elites.

The threat of depoliticization is also very relevant to the concept of cultural
commons, which is indeed a very political one. As indicated by Caffentzis and
Federici (2014), the language of the commons has been co-opted by capitalism to
legitimise privatisation and dispossession; for this reason, they consider the
anti-capitalist nature of the commons to define them as autonomous spaces out-
side of capitalism. One of the key characteristics of the commons identified by
Caffentzis and Federici (idem) is the fact that they are the product of a relational
process; for this reason, the authors stress the importance of ‘commoning’,
focusing on the practice that lies at the basis of the commons rather than on the
resources themselves. However, as stated earlier, central to Federici and Caf-
fentzis’s argument is the material dimension of the commons (2014, p. 101). The
materiality of the cultural commons is an essential part to understand their
position in the field of cultural production: the practices and the work connected
to the reproduction and maintenance of the cultural commons should not be a
self-contained exercise, but allow for the livelihood of artists in their cultural
environment. Thinking of the commons as something that relies merely on vol-
untary work, as stated by Bianchi, de-politicise their meaning and excludes people
who cannot afford to volunteer in their free time (2018, p. 297). Following
Marella’s definition of the commons as a bundle of rights (2017), we can now
analyse its possible applications on the sphere of the cultural commons and on
occupied cultural spaces in particular.

Occupied cultural spaces offer a perfect, yet controversial, example of cultural
commons. We can understand them as a resource that is used by a group of
appropriators for a social purpose; however, the materiality of this resource can
support the appropriators’ livelihood. The process of occupation of the cultural
spaces is important on two levels: on the symbolic level, it represents an example of
pre-figurative politics and the filling of a space that has been left empty by cultural
policy; on the practical level, it represents the action of appropriation of a resource
by a community that sets a system of shared rules for itself.

The example of L’Asilo (Naples) provides an interesting example of how
occupied spaces can successfully reclaim a bundle of rights in relation to their
management and access. As stated earlier, this process was possible due to a local
regulation modelled after the one implemented by the City of Bologna in 2014.
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These local regulations provide a starting point for the development of cultural
commons; the issue with this situation, though, is that it relies on individual local
governments rather than on a shared national approach. Secondly, as analysed by
Bianchi (2018), it challenges the political nature of the commons by reducing them
to “volunteering” initiatives that can possibly contribute to austerity measures, not
as a radical form of cultural production that challenges neoliberalism.

Another application of the concept of commons that is particularly relevant for
the field of cultural policy, as stated earlier, is landscape. The safeguard of union of
cultural and natural heritage, and the governance processes that lie at its basis, sets
out some new goals for the sphere of cultural policy. The preservation of landscape
is a collective responsibility that involves private and public actors beyond the area
of culture and the arts and, most importantly, beyond the short-termism of cultural
policy. In this context, it is useful to use the concept of ‘futurability’, thus defined
by Tatsuyoshi Saijo: “A person exhibits futurability when this person experiences
an increase in happiness as a result of deciding and acting to forego current benefits
as long as it enriches future generations” (2018, p. 5). Futurability expands the
sphere of shared governance beyond existing generations and prompts a shift in the
way people think about the management of shared resources. This should be a key
principle in the management of the commons, and of landscape in particular.
Landscape is the fragile result of human and natural elements that represent dif-
ferent values and resources; balancing these elements needs long-term vision and a
deep understanding of their preservation needs.

The relationship between cultural policy and the cultural commons, therefore,
begs two questions. The first is: what cultural policies are needed for the legal
recognition and sustainability of the cultural commons?

The first step concerns the legal recognition of the commons in general, not only
from a cultural perspective. In the Italian context, the Rodotà proposal on the legal
recognition of the commons represented an important first attempt at introducing this
concept in the legal system. However, the proposal, whose core was the under-
standing of the commons as a third form of property beyond public and private,
never became a law. The sphere of local policy was more successful by proposing
the idea of commons as a bundle of rights in the area of citizen-led initiatives
(Marella 2017); recognising citizens’ right to preserve and manage urban commons
was a fundamental step forward to introduce systems of shared governance in the
legal system. Nevertheless, the Collaborative Governance of the Commons model
adopted by these regulations, presents some limitations, according to Bianchi,
because it excludes antagonistic participatory claims; furthermore, due to its vol-
untary nature, it is targeted at participants with social capital and free time and does
not value the cost of labour; lastly, the administration still holds decision-making
power (Bianchi 2018, p. 298). As a result, the concept of commons becomes
depoliticised. For this reason, a cultural policy for the commons needs a legal
definition of this term that does not only focus on resources and their management
and upkeeping, but also on their access and distribution within communities and how
these can be achieved through democratic processes. In the context of cultural
policy, the safeguard of the cultural commons should not be conceived as an
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inexpensive way to delegate the upkeep of heritage and cultural sites to volunteers
but rather as a way to multiply cultural opportunities (Gross 2019) and to foster
spaces that allow people to participate in culture in an independent, bottom-up way.
Furthermore, artists and cultural practitioners should be allowed to develop cultural
commons that can “guarantee the reproduction of their lives” (Caffenztis and Fed-
erici 2014, p. 101) and not exploit their knowledge and skills.

The other question that we need to investigate is: in what ways can the concept
of cultural commons affect the sphere of cultural policy-making?

If cultural policy needs to shift from the ‘deficit model’ towards an approach
aimed at ensuring cultural democracy (Jancovich and Bianchini 2013; Hadley and
Belfiore 2018), the relational, co-productive nature of the commons can help us
understanding possible pathways to participatory approaches to cultural gover-
nance. Cultural participation should be understood as a fundamental right and, as
such, cultural policy should enable people to enjoy it on their own terms. The
commons blur the boundaries between audience and artists, producers and con-
sumers, and as such enable people to create and share cultural opportunities and to
share and consume culture as a community, in their own terms. The shared systems
of governance that lie at the basis of the cultural commons can be useful to think
about forms of cultural participation beyond consultation and tokenism and open up
pathways to the co-production of cultural policy.

Secondly, the concept of landscape as a commons can inspire cultural policy to
reflect critically on the impact of culture and human-made resource on nature, and
its long-term effects. Furthermore, culture has been defined as ‘the fourth pillar’ of
sustainability (Hawkes 2001); indeed, culture plays an important role in the way in
which people experience the world, and express and transmit their values. In a time
of climate emergency, it is necessary that cultural policy re-assesses its role in
fostering sustainable practices and behaviours. In this scenario, the concept of
‘futurability’ (Saijo 2018) can be particularly useful in thinking about how we
intend to hand down our cultural and natural heritage to future generations.

In summary, the commons can provide a useful framework for cultural policy to
deliver cultural democracy not only to living generations, but also to future ones.
The shared system of governance that characterises the commons can empower
citizens in creating and enjoying their own cultural opportunities, thus multiplying
cultural values. In practice, this presents several challenges; taking the Italian
context as an example, the lack of a national law on the commons hinders the
possibility of scaling up local initiatives. On the other hand, current regulations on
the safeguard of the commons tend to remove its political connotation, positioning
citizen-led initiatives as “volunteering” and not as a radical act of re-appropriation
of common resources. In this scenario, the evolution of policy is vital to ensure the
sustainability of the cultural commons in the long run. Further research is needed to
understand how it is possible to reconcile the radical nature of the commons and the
needs of cultural policy. This is indeed a major challenge, but it can be very
productive to understand how to re-think the future of cultural participation.
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Urban Heritage as Cultural Capital,
District, and Commons: An Economic
Perspective

Enrico E. Bertacchini

Abstract

This chapter aims at providing an economic perspective to the challenges
characterizing integrated conservation and management approaches to urban
heritage. Drawing from the cultural economist’s toolkit, this contribution
introduces the notion of heritage commons to extend and critically re-examine
two established notions that have been often used to frame the nexus between
cultural heritage and local development at the urban level, namely that of
cultural capital and cultural districts.

1 Introduction

With globalization and urbanization, development and tourism pressures are posing
major challenges to cities all over the world featuring historic cores and distinctive
cultural atmosphere. Mass tourism to major cultural destinations in urban areas
risks to deplete the collective values and cultural practices traditionally shared by
local communities. Similarly, in many metropolitan areas of developing and
emerging countries the preservation of the cultural values of both tangible and
intangible heritage is often deemed to hinder new development opportunities.

Amid these threats and concerns, in the last decades scholars and international
organizations have increasingly emphasized the role of heritage as a lever for local
development and urban regeneration (Greffe 2011; Licciardi and Amirtahmasebi
2012). According to this view, historic buildings and cities represent an asset:
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resources embedding and potentially producing value, when properly and efficiently
managed. By attracting visitors, entrepreneurs and businesses in search of dis-
tinctive places, enhancement of urban heritage can generate economic impact in the
form of real estate appreciation, job creation and income growth in the activities
related to heritage services.

The attempts for integrating cultural heritage conservation in the process of
urban development have often sought to safeguard the character and identity of the
historic city as expressed by local culture and heritage. Identity and local character
can become part of a city’s competitive edge, but are increasingly under threat or
destroyed by globalizing processes of urban development. Heritage and local cul-
ture may thus become key determinants for the positioning of cities in the global
scenario as well as of the quality of life and the well-being of local communities.

With this perspective, in urban conservation and heritage policy circles a new
paradigm is increasingly emerging that sets emphasis on integrated approaches to
the conservation and management of urban heritage. One of the clearest illustrations
is the UNESCO Historic Urban Landscape Recommendation (UNESCO 2011).
The concept of Historic Urban Landscape (HUL) has its origins in the problem of
governing development in the surroundings of historic buildings or historic urban
areas, and it draws its formulation from the broader definition of cultural landscape,
considered as the visible features of an area including both its physical structures,
the spatial organization and living human elements (Bandarin and Van der Oers
2012). In particular, the Historic Urban Landscape approach goes beyond the tra-
ditional concept of historic city as a bundle of heritage goods, tackling the wider
question of the management of heritage resources in relation with social and eco-
nomic dynamics. It is based on the recognition and identification of a layering and
interconnection of natural and cultural, tangible and intangible values present in
urban contexts (Taylor 2016). It aims at managing the development of historic cities
while contributing to the well-being of communities and to the conservation of
historic urban areas and their cultural heritage, while ensuring economic and social
diversity and residential functions. Yet, while integrated heritage conservation and
management approaches emphasize the role of heritage assets and the cultural
atmosphere as potential drivers for sustainable development, such an outcome is
neither straightforward nor systematic. For instance, sustainable development
processes imply the proper coordination between stakeholders and to solve col-
lective action dilemmas characterizing the collective good, multipurpose, and
multi-attribute nature of cultural heritage.

This chapter aims at providing an economic perspective to the challenges
characterizing integrated conservation and management approaches to urban her-
itage. Firstly, drawing from the cultural economist’s toolkit, this contribution crit-
ically re-examines two established notions that have been often used to frame the
nexus between cultural heritage and local development at the urban level, namely
that of cultural capital and cultural districts. Secondly, it proposes the notion of
commons as a new economic category useful for grasping the complexity of urban
heritage under the lens of integrated approaches to heritage conservation.
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2 Urban Heritage as Cultural Capital

From an economic viewpoint, cultural heritage such as monuments, museums, and
historic buildings may be considered as a form of cultural capital, which is an asset
that embodies both economic and cultural values (Throsby 2001).

As a physical asset, it embodies economic values because it gives rise to a flow
of services over time, and may equally deteriorate (and hence depreciate) if the
property is not maintained.

However, as far as its cultural component is concerned, the same physical asset
includes also cultural value, some intrinsic or assigned quality that stands apart
from the property’s financial worth and reflects some evaluation of its significance,
for historical, religious, spiritual, symbolic, and identity reasons. Also in this case,
being heritage a social construct defined by the community of reference, the stock
of cultural value embodied in the heritage goods may equally deteriorate or dis-
appear if not properly conserved, maintained, and transmitted through generations.

The interplay between economic and cultural values challenges standard tech-
niques of economic valuation, which generally drive investment and market
exchange decisions (Rizzo and Throsby 2006; Rizzo and Mignosa 2013).

Cultural heritage has direct economic value, in the form of its real estate value or
the benefits accruing to tenants or tourists who visit it as a cultural site, that may be
captured in the prices and financial valuation given in standard market transactions.
However, unlike other standard economic goods, cultural heritage may also gen-
erate non-market and non-use benefits, given the component of collective use and
significance expressed by its cultural recognition (Navrud and Ready 2002).
Non-use values may relate to the asset’s existence value (people value the existence
of the heritage item even though they may not consume its services directly
themselves), its option value (people wish to preserve the option that they or others
might consume the asset’s services at some future time), and its bequest value
(people may wish to bequeath the asset to future generations). Non-use values may
also arise as beneficial externalities to individuals who do not directly and willingly
use heritage assets for instrumental purpose, but, for example, might enjoy the
visual representation and atmosphere living in or passing by areas endowed of
heritage assets. Besides such categorical distinctions, as a form of external effect,
what is important to notice is that none of the non-use values can be easily captured
through pricing mechanisms and in market transactions.

As a result, cultural heritage, even that privately owned, is considered from an
economic viewpoint as a form of public good. It generates non-rival and often hardly
excludable benefits to a wider group of subjects (i.e., local community, tourists,
tourist service providers) that do not directly pay for its preservation and mainte-
nance. In such circumstances, economic theory suggests that there is a risk of sub-
optimal provision of investments in heritage preservation as far as proper funding and
governance mechanisms are devised to cope with the heritage public good dilemma.
This argument has provided also the basic economic justification for public sector
intervention and fiscal incentives policies to support cultural heritage preservation.
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With this perspective, the recognition of heritage as a form of cultural capital
owning public and collective good characteristics leads to some key implications
for the management and revitalization of urban historic centers.

The Cost and Collective Action Problem of Historic Centers’ Preservation
While it has been recognized that cultural heritage sites pose public good dilemmas
that lead to the risk of underinvestment for their preservation, the challenge to
safeguard the distinctive traits of historic city centers and guarantee their sustainable
long-term management is even more worsened by the generally high fragmentation
of ownership of heritage that leads to a context of decentralized and uncoordinated
decisions related to the benefits and cost of heritage preservation.

Being heritage buildings a form of real estate property, individual owners of
buildings with architectural and historic value generally bear four categories of
costs related to heritage conservation: (1) the cost of the heritage regulatory sys-
tems; (2) the incrementally greater cost for repair and maintenance ofheritage
buildings; (3) the cost of compromises to contemporary use and enjoyment; and
(4) the opportunity costs for foregone development opportunities (Productivity
Commission 2006). By contrast, the financial return from restoring and preserving
historic landmarks and buildings with architectural and cultural value may be
perceived by individual owners lower than other alternative development oppor-
tunities in the same area. This is mainly due to the potential functional obsolescence
of the building or the difficulty in monetizing non-market and public good benefits
that accrue indirectly to other beneficiaries (i.e., the enjoyment from aesthetic
improvements of the building by the local community).

The Value of Uniqueness and the Sense of Place
Being heritage complexes, made up of historic landmarks and buildings with
architectural and cultural value, the cultural capital of historic city cores conveys a
unique cultural atmosphere and sense of place (Licciardi and Amirtahmasebi 2012).
Such idiosyncratic character is the result of the accumulated forms of cultural
expressions that coalesce into the productive milieu, the styles of buildings, and the
associated social fabric. Investing in heritage preservation in historic city cores thus
means to enhance a resource that is hardly substitutable across space and increas-
ingly worth in the global competition among cities. Firstly, because it helps fos-
tering the image and attractiveness of a city for both tourism and businesses’
locational choices. Secondly, because it reinforces the identity and social cohesion
of the local community in relation with the place.

One of the major challenges in acknowledging the benefits arising from the
distinctive cultural character of historic city centers is that they mostly belong to the
category of non-market and public good values as a peculiar feature of cultural
heritage goods. As a result, a central issue in heritage economics is the question of
identifying the precise dimensions of economic and cultural values that give his-
toric city cores their distinctive character.

Interestingly, much of the methodology developed for assessing environmental
benefits has been directly used for the evaluation of the economic benefits stem-
ming from urban heritage preservation (Pagiola 1996; Navrud and Ready 2002).
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While most research of this type has focused on the economic valuation of indi-
vidual historic monuments and archeological sites, only few works have addressed
the welfare effects of preserving and enhancing urban heritage complexes. Some
seminal works date back to the 90s and are studies conducted in the context of
projects funded by World Bank to restore Fez Medina in Morocco and the historic
core of the Croatian city of Split (Pagiola 1999; World Bank 1999). Other more
recent applications have been undertaken for the city of Valdivia in Chile (Báez and
Herrero 2012), Skopje in Macedonia, Tbilisi in Georgia (Throsby 2016), or Port
Louis in Mauritius (Bertacchini and Sultan 2020).

The findings of these studies tend to confirm the existence of non-market or
unexploited direct use values that are often overlooked by decision-makers and can
provide useful guidance to better evaluate the economic relevance of maintaining
the distinctive cultural and architectural character of historic city centers.

Sustainability of Urban Heritage
Considering heritage as cultural capital has also a clear parallel with the interpre-
tation of natural environment and ecosystems as natural capital (Throsby 1999;
Rizzo and Throsby 2006). Both cultural and natural capital have been inherited
from the past, will deteriorate or degrade if not maintained, and impose on the
present generation a duty to care for the assets involved so they can be handed
down to future generations. This suggests that sustainability principles, such as
intergenerational equity, precautionary principle or the recognition of the value of
diversity, should be extended also to any analysis of the long-term management of
cultural capital, including heritage in urban historic cores (Throsby 2016). One of
the key elements for a sustainable approach to historic city centers is the precau-
tionary principle that argues for a risk-averse stance in decision-making when
irreversible consequences are possible, such as that of demolishing decaying
buildings with architectural and cultural value. In fact, after a building with
architectural value has been demolished and a bigger and more modern structure
has taken its place, going back in time may not be an option anymore. This is why,
in a context of irreversible investments, it is sensible to protect a greater number of
buildings with architectural value than would be optimal if there were certainty on
how the area will evolve (Rama 2012).

Yet, while sustainability principles provide a theoretical ground for conserving
cultural heritage in urban areas, from a social welfare viewpoint they provide little
guidance on the level and extent of heritage protection that would be optimal in
operational terms. This is because, unlike natural resources and ecosystem services,
preferences and attitudes over cultural values expressed or produced by heritage
assets are more difficult to be quantified or objectively measured. Moreover, cul-
tural investments to enhance cultural capital may not only be directed toward
conservation of existing heritage, but also to new and contemporary artworks and
cultural goods.
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3 The Role of Cultural Districts in Historic City Cores

While the conservation of heritage aims at preserving or recovering the distinctive
physical traits of historic city cores, the cultural and economic values of the heritage
assets may be only fully magnified by renovating and revitalizing their significance
and adapting their functional uses to the changed or evolving economic and social
conditions. Linking heritage conservation with its revitalization thus means to
integrate the broader cultural resources of a place as a productive factor into the
local economy by leveraging on the intangible heritage and the local system of
cultural and creative activities directly or indirectly linked to the heritage of the
place. This would allow the buildings to be occupied and utilized for economic
uses, which renders the structures and consequently the area competitive with the
rest of the city.

To trigger such culture-led development processes, most of the research on this
field has paid attention to the role of cultural clusters, districts, or quarters (San-
tagata 2006; Cooke and Lazzeretti 2008; Evans 2009; Sacco et al. 2013; Marques
and Richards 2014). In most cases, all these terms refer to phenomena that share
some specific features:

• a spatial concentration of cultural and heritage resources, or culture-related
activities in specific areas of cities

• economic specialization that allows the cultural system to utilize both the levers
of exogenous growth (with markets outside the territory in question) and
endogenous growth (the production factors being specific to the particular
territory)

• a system of economic and institutional actors who, between them, have devel-
oped a dense network relationship within a particular territory

• small, localized firms and cultural organizations operating in complementary
aspects of cultural and artistic markets

• generation of positive spillovers and externalities between the actors of the
district that allow them continuously to fine-tune their know-how and their
knowledge

• capacity to produce strong symbolic meanings and enhance the identification or
reputation of the place at the local and international level.

What is noteworthy to stress here is that the cultural district perspective builds on
that of cultural capital by putting emphasis on the entrepreneurial and organiza-
tional dimension of the production of cultural heritage-related goods and services.
The unit of observation is not the cultural assets forming the stock of cultural capital
or generating flows of economic services, but cultural firms, organizations, and
professionals which use cultural capital as an input in the productive process. As a
result, the key question this approach often seeks to answer is how economic and
cultural actors are able to leverage on the cultural capital of a place through an
industrial and creative atmosphere and drive local economic development. The first
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answer comes from a broader conceptualization of cultural heritage (and capital as
well), closer to the anthropological perspective of material heritage. Besides the
most traditional organizations stewarding official heritage, such as artworks, col-
lections, monuments, and antiquities, under the cultural district approach heritage
can take the form of more intangible expressions embedded in creative industries,
such as craftsmanship, tastes, and traditional productive know-how and skills
(Barrère 2013).

More importantly, the cultural district approach underlines the necessity of
collective action among cultural actors to make heritage a driver for local devel-
opment. While cultural districts and quarters may emerge spontaneously—with
firms and cultural organizations exploiting agglomeration economies that spur
co-location and the formation of networks of collaboration—in most of the cases,
local cultural systems are only “potential” cultural districts. Having a relatively high
concentration of cultural activities or heritage assets in a city is not a sufficient
condition to activate a district logic. What is necessary is a proactive vision and
attitude of the local actors toward the common goal of creating an enhanced image
of the cultural and heritage potential of the local system.

In a cultural district, there is a continuous tension between competition and
cooperation. Every museum or cultural firm competes against each other to attract
visitors, tourists, or to sell their products in local and international markets, but at
the same time they need to directly or indirectly cooperate and collaborate to
guarantee that the quality and reputation of the overall heritage-related goods of the
district is maintained. With this perspective, the link between cultural districts and
local development occurs through increasing the awareness of the local cultural
actors to behave and operate as a collective and integrated system. In this case,
institutions (such as collective marks or standards) and territorial marketing policies
play a crucial role to trigger such district logic by enabling a common image of the
local cultural system and favoring the cooperation and alignment of incentives by
individual actors.

4 Urban Heritage as Commons

Popularized by Elinor Ostrom’s pioneering work on natural resource community-
based management systems (Ostrom 1990), the term “commons” has been tradi-
tionally used in economic analysis to define physical resources which are subject to
overuse and appropriation dilemmas (common-pool resources), as well as property
and governance regimes over resources that are owned in common or entail col-
lective action. More recently, a growing recognition has emerged that important
types of humanly constructed shared resources, such as information, knowledge,
infrastructures, or urbanscapes could be appreciated and analyzed as new forms of
commons, often subject to enclosure (Hess and Ostrom 2007; Hess 2008).
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As heritage and cultural expressions can be generally conceived as social con-
structs that require some degree of human interaction and transmission in order to
be produced and used, no wonder scholars have started looking at them under this
new perspective. Crucially, it is possible to identify two main reasons that are
leading to the paradigm shift in the heritage discourse toward a commons per-
spective. Firstly, research on the commons partly originated from a critic to tra-
ditional approaches on either state or private property arrangements as the only
solutions for the sustainable use of collective resources. Likewise, the debate
around heritage has often paid attention only to public authorities for heritage
conservation and management or the private tourism sector as the main channel for
generating economic opportunities based on heritage. Conversely, today there is a
greater recognition of the role of local communities in heritage conservation
approaches as well as main targets of the heritage-based sustainable development
strategies (Varine 2002; Gould 2018).

In particular, Gould (2017) discusses how commons’ self-governance mecha-
nisms might apply to the management of archeological resources, so as to empower
the local communities.

Secondly, while cultural heritage has been usually treated in distinct categories
depending on its physical and immaterial attributes, recent years have seen a
growing awareness of the interplay between tangible, intangible, and material
components. This aspect has profound implication also in the way cultural heritage
as a specific typology of economic good can be analyzed and interpreted. With this
respect, Bertacchini et al. (2012) have proposed a new research agenda which tries
to define the domain of cultural commons to study cultural expressions, in both
tangible and intangible forms, as shared resources by a community that involves
some type of social dilemmas to sustain them.

Dilemmas in Urban Heritage Commons Considering urban heritage as a com-
mons brings some relevant analytical implications for managing heritage in a
sustainable way and to enhance local and equitable development. For example, by
focusing on the “community” dimension, the commons perspective helps defining a
framework to interpret the attributes of the community and the structure of inter-
actions of the actors who share and use the heritage resource. Urban heritage, in the
complexity arising from the coexistence and interaction of the built environment,
landscape, social fabric, and cultural atmosphere, can be seen as a multi-attribute
and multiuse resource which is indeed enjoyed and managed by a community of
diverse actors and stakeholders that operate at different scale (i.e., international,
national, local) and may express divergent interests in the type of uses of the
resource (scientific, leisure, political, livelihood, etc.).

More importantly, the commons perspective allows eliciting and systematizes in
a comprehensive framework the various social dilemmas that hinder the role of
heritage as a potential sustainable development activator at the local level.
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As a physical resource, the urban cultural heritage suffers from the familiar
social dilemmas identified in the commons’ literature for common-pool resources or
public goods, namely appropriation or provision problems.

Appropriation problems generally arise with the overuse, rent dissipation of the
resource. This is quite evident in the congestion effects generated by tourism
dynamics, where excessive development of tourism demand at cultural sites
threatens the sustainable conservation of heritage (Zhang 2012).

Similarly, several different factors might hinder an effective and sustainable
conservation of urban heritage, representing a dilemma in the provision of a col-
lective good. For example, the unequal distribution of benefits and cost arising from
heritage conservation and rehabilitation projects can lead to conflicts between urban
stakeholders reducing the involvement and cooperation by local residents. With this
respect, community-based urban heritage rehabilitation approaches can be seen as
commons-like social dilemmas. To ensure the sustainable management and
development of cultural heritage, the incentives for conservation and use of the
shared resources must be aligned between all the stakeholders. If an unbalance
exists in the appropriation of benefits deriving from the valorization of urban
heritage as well as in the costs deriving from conservation policies incurred by the
different actors, the risk is to have no alignment in the incentives for properly
conserving heritage and obtaining long-term sustainable development.

Alternatively, the conservation and rehabilitation of urban heritage can be flawed
by conflicts among different city governmental and public entities involved in the
conservation and management of urban heritage or actors might have different
views on the optimal level of conservation to be provided, mainly due to the
different geographic scale of the public good that heritage conservation should
provide (e.g., for historic city centers included in UNESCO World Heritage List).

The above appropriation and provision problems tend to stem from the tangible
component of cultural heritage and impact the integrity of the physical attributes of
heritage assets in a way no different from the dilemmas affecting the governance of
natural resources. Yet, urban heritage as a commons is subject to other type of
social dilemmas and conflicts arising over the definition, use, and appropriation of
its cultural values. It is possible to classify the following types of dilemmas over
cultural values.

• Heritage substitution (cultural vs. economic value): a given productive use of the
heritage asset would conflict with the preservation of the cultural values, or of
the attribute exhibiting cultural values. The tension between the potential eco-
nomic return from the new production use and the maintenance of cultural value
(which often involves costs for its conservation) leads to a replacement or loss of
the cultural value in which the asset is demolished or partially transformed. This
dilemma, that falls within the sphere of values, is often associated or confused
with the appropriation and provision problems that underlie the physical char-
acteristics of the cultural heritage.
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• Heritage commodification (Disneyfication): when the attribute of a heritage asset
with cultural significance is used as an input to market goods and services, the
economic value of the resource increases and the larger demand expressed by
individuals outside the local and traditional community risks to dilute or trans-
form the cultural meaning associated with the heritage.

• Heritagization (Patrimonialization): this type of dilemma entails a conflict over
the definition or appropriation of heritage values between public authorities,
commercial actors, and the local community (Gravari-Barbas and Renard 2010).
For instance, the risk of degradation of traditional cultural practices as cultural
commons depends not only on the loss of the cultural traits by members of the
community, but also on the exhaustion or loss of access to urban amenities and
tangible heritage assets upon which the traditional cultural expressions are based.
As a result, too strict conservation approaches to the physical component of
urban heritage may hinder other heritage values that are more likely the
expression of local traditional practices.

5 Conclusion

This chapter has provided an economic perspective to the definition of integrated
approaches to the conservation and management of the urban cultural heritage. The
analysis suggests that the concept of cultural commons, recently introduced in the
economic debate, might extend the main interpretative models of cultural capital
and cultural district that had been proposed to analyze the trajectories of
heritage-based local development, especially in urban context. The concept of
cultural capital and that of cultural district share the recognition of the role of
cultural resources within production processes to promote local development.
However, they place emphasis on distinct issues and dynamics concerning the
conservation and management of cultural heritage, which are instead referable to
the cultural commons perspective.

Like that of the cultural capital, the idea of cultural commons highlights the
opportunity of analyzing heritage in terms of tangible and intangible dimensions as
well as sustainability principles. However, looking more directly at the character-
istics and behavior of the community, the cultural commons perspective sheds light
on the complex social dynamics that lead in the conservation and use of heritage to
the interplay between its tangible and intangible components. Further, with regard
to the tensions arising in the sustainable management of cultural heritage, the
cultural commons approach suggests that they are not limited to the problem of
finding a balance between economic and cultural values, but also on the
misalignment of incentives and the potential opportunistic behavior of different
types of stakeholders.

Finally, besides the concept of cultural capital, cultural commons extends the
intellectual framework based on the notion of cultural district. The latter, taking an
entrepreneurial and organizational perspective on how to use heritage as an input

34 E. E. Bertacchini



for production processes, highlighted the collective action problem in coordinating
local cultural institutions and firms in the development of heritage-based goods and
services. Crucially, the cultural commons extends the collective action problem
originally identified in the cultural district model to a wider array of social
dilemmas involving the management and conservation of heritage and addresses on
a broader perspective the issue of governing the multifaceted dimensions of heritage
as a shared resource.
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Power in Networks and the Urban
Space

Manfred J. Holler and Florian Rupp

Abstract

The urban space paper is introduced by a brief “report” on the founding of Rome
by Romulus; he traced a furrow and thereby defined the urban space. The core of
the paper, however, defines the urban space by the dimension of collective
decision-making expressed in the form of voting games. It offers a power index
analysis of the relationship between the agents of a network—applying the
Public Good Index (PGI) and the Public Value (PV)—reinterprets previous work
by Holler and Rupp (Power in networks: A PGI analysis of Krackhardt’s Kite
Network. Transactions on computational collective intelligence. Springer,
Heidelberg, 2019), and presents new numerical results and gives alternative
interpretations. The results confirm our expectations: an increase of links and
thereby connectedness tends to increase the power of an agent. The message for
policymaking in the urban space is evident. This motivated us to discuss the
question of why we should be interested in evaluating the power distribution
within a network. Here, our focus is on the accountability of the agents—and the
Smart City concept.
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1 Defining the Urban Space

Rome was founded on the 21st of April 753 BC.1 The foundation of a city was a
religious act. The choice of the site was left to the decision of the gods. Romulus,
the founder, being a Latin, and therefore a neighbor to the Etruscans, asked the gods
to reveal their will by the flight of birds. The Palatine was chosen. Next Romulus
“dug a small trench, of a circular form, and threw into it a clod of earth, which he
brought from the city of Alba. Then each of his companions…following his
example, threw in a little earth, which he had brought from the country from which
he had come” …“A man could not quit his dwelling-place without taking with him
his soil and his ancestors” (Fustel de Coulange 2006 [1864]), p.136). The filled-up
trench became the location of an altar carrying the holy fire of the city.

Having accomplished this ceremony, Romulus used a copper plowshare to trace
a furrow which marked the border of the new city. This was executed as a religious
act as well. As a consequence, the enclosure was inviolable—and represented a
perfect definition of urban space in its sacred-legal and physical dimension. Of
course, there were interruptions in this furrow so that men could enter and leave the
city. Romulus had raised the plow and carried it over, thereby determining the gates
of the city.2

To leap over the furrow was a sacrilege. Romulus’ brother Remus committed
this sacrilege “and paid for it with his life” (Fustel de Coulange 2006 [1864]),
p. 137). An alternative interpretation is that he was offered to the gods as a human
sacrifice. Machiavelli suggests another interpretation. Given the example of
Romulus, “it might be concluded that the citizens, according to the example of their
prince, might, from ambition and the desire to rule, destroy those who attempt to
oppose their authority” (Machiavelli 1882, p. 120). “…we must assume, as a
general rule, that it never or rarely happens that a republic or monarchy is well
constituted, or its old institutions entirely reformed, unless it is done by only one
individual; it is even necessary that he whose mind has conceived such a consti-
tution should be alone in carrying it into effect. A sagacious legislator of a republic,
therefore, whose object is to promote the public good, and not his private interests,
and who prefers his country to his own successors, should concentrate all authority
in himself; and a wise mind will never censure anyone for having employed any
extraordinary means for the purpose of establishing a kingdom or constituting a
republic” (Machiavelli 1882, p. 120).3

There is the issue of decision-making in founding a city and keep it running.
History of Ancient Greece tells us that this was not always accomplished by a single
decision-maker, a tyrant or king, but quite often by a collectivity. “…small groups,

1This date is given in Fustel de Coulange (2006 [1864]: 138). The following account derives from
this text.
2These intervals of carrying the plow were called portae (Fustel de Coulange 2006 [1864]: 138).
3Holler and Marciano (2010) discussed Machiavelli’s “possibility hypothesis” with reference to
Arrow’s notorious “impossibility theorem” which says that, given a set of quite reasonable
condition, we cannot exclude that an aggregation of individual preference fails and we cannot
derive a social welfare function—unless we accept that it is dictatorial (see Arrow (1963[1951]).
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which, having been long-established, were finally joined together in larger ones.
Several families formed the phratry, tribe, city, were, moreover, societies exactly
similar to each other, which were formed one after the other by a series of feder-
ations. …when the different groups became thus associated, none of them lost its
individuality, or independence” (Fustel de Coulange 2006 [1864]), p. 127). Again,
the urban space was defined by a sacred act. “The tribes that united to form a city
never failed to light a sacred fire, and to adopt a common religion” (Fustel de
Coulange 2006 [1864]), p. 127).

Within this sacred space, the groups formed networks, and, in general, the
position within such a network decided on the impact the various groups had on the
decision-making of the city. Classical Athens developed a rather sophisticated
apparatus of collective decision-making to balance the interest of specific groups
and individuals and to match them with traditional norms and social standards. Its
most important institutions were the Assembly, the Council, and the Courts. The
Assembly was made of all male citizens who voted on new laws and on whether or
not to go to war. The Council consisted of 500 members who did the day-to-day
work of the government. Seats in the Council were determined by a lottery of all
male citizens. The Court consisted of juries of 201 people for private lawsuits and
501 people for public lawsuits. Decisions were made by voting.

There was a lot of voting prescribed for the governmental institutions of Clas-
sical Athens. The urban space was defined by citizenship and participation in
collective decision-making, thus extending the concept of citizen as persons who
live within the physical boundaries of a city to persons who live within the political,
legal, and cultural boundaries of a society.

When it comes to decision-making in the urban space, we see that the basic
setting did not change so much—although, today, the religious dimension is far less
prominent than it was in ancient Rome or Athens. But even today, a German bishop
city has quite a different aura and sometimes the bishop has still a voice even when
it comes to decisions that seem exclusively relevant for the city. Gigantic cathe-
drals, walled castles, splendid palaces, and picturesque parks visualize that, in the
past, bishops were a major agent in defining and shaping the urban space. Some of
these constructions still belong to the church and must be looked after, partly rebuilt
and, now and then, extended.

Bishops are of course not the only ones who had and still have a particular
impact on the city’s decision-making due to their positions in an underlying net-
work—and, of course, it should be of interest to know who has the power, and how
much of it—for those who govern and for those who are governed. There are
various tools to evaluate the power of an agent in a network that is meant to capture
an important dimension of the urban space. Section 2 briefly discusses centrality
measures and the relationship between power and centrality. Section 3 introduces
two power measures: Public Good Index and Public Value. Section 4 offers a linear
model illustrating the application of the Public Good Index to networks. In Sec-
tions 5 and 6, Public Good Index and Public Value are applied to voting games
which represent Krackhardt’s kite network and a variation of it. In the concluding
Section 7, we briefly discuss the question of why we should be interested in
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evaluating the power distribution within a network—with a reference to responsi-
bility and the Smart City concept for applications.

The focus of the paper is to demonstrate the application of power index analysis
examining the relationships of the agents within a network. Thereby, we reinterpret
earlier work by Holler and Rupp (2019),4 present new numerical results, and give
alternative interpretations.

2 Power and Centrality

In his seminal paper, Krackhardt (1990) analyzed the kite network in Fig. 1 with
respect to three centrality measures: the degree centrality, i.e., a vertex is
important/powerful the more neighbors it has; closeness centrality which captures
the shortest paths to other vertices; and the betweenness centrality, which expresses
the control over information passing between other vertices because of the vertex’s
position in a network. Somewhat surprising, these concepts picked three different
vertices as “winners”.5 The kite structure of Fig. 1 represents the smallest network
Krackhardt (1990, p. 351) has “found in which the centrality based on each of the
three measures reveals different actors as the most central in the network.” Later,
examples of smaller networks showing divergent centrality measures were pro-
posed (see, e.g., Brandes and Hildenbrand 2014).

Of course, in Fig. 1, only vertices that are directly or indirectly connected (by
links) can communicate with each other—and work together. If the network rep-
resents an urban space and we are interested inasmuch as the various agents con-
tribute to the common good produced by this network, then the divergent measures
raise the question of which centrality measure to use. However, it is obvious, even
from the title of his article, that Krackhardt is interested in the power of the agents
forming a network, and the centrality measures are mere proxies—or shall we call
them approximations. In this paper, we chose a more direct approach applying
power measures, i.e., the Public Good Index (PGI) and the Power Value (PV), to
express the power of an agent in a network. We apply these measures to Krack-
hardt’s kite network assuming that the output of the network is a (pure) public good
such that non-rivalry in consumption and non-excludability hold. The power
focuses on the impact an agent has on the outcome of the kite network: what public
good to produce and how much of it. To keep the model simple, we assume that
decisions are made by majority voting and that each vertex (i.e., agent) has one vote
only. Of course, the second assumption could be modified if the resources of the
agents vary. Differences can be taken care of by an unequal distribution of voting
weights. Such differentiation is quite likely if the network represents an urban

4Figures 1 and 2, the introduction to the Public Good Index and Public Value, etc., are borrowed
from Holler and Rupp (2019).
5Vertex D has the highest degree centrality, H and I rate highest with respect to betweenness
centrality, and F and G have, on the average, the shortest path distance to the other vertices
(closeness centrality).
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space. Moreover, within the context of the model, we can vary the majority rule as
well—for instance, reflecting differences in the demand for resources. Therefore,
the more general theory of weighted voting applies.

Krackhardt (1990, p. 349) offers two dimensions of power: the ability to get
things done despite resistance and the ability to influence through personal mag-
netism (charisma). Standard power measures (like the PGI) ignore the second
dimension; they focus on modeling Max Weber’s definition of power: “In general,
we understand by ‘power’ the chance of a man or of a number of men to realize
their own will in a communal action even against the resistance of others who are
participating in the action” (Weber 1948[1924], p. 180).

In experimental studies of centrality, it seems quite common to equalize cen-
trality with power. However, in general, these studies are based on noncooperative
settings (see, e.g., van Leeuwen et al. 2019)—i.e., binding agreements to form
coalitions are excluded—and can handle only small numbers of players. The fol-
lowing analysis assumes that players can agree on forming coalitions and their
agreements are binding: it is work in cooperative game theory. This concurs with
the assumption that the output of a network is a public good. The vertices of the
network are the decision nodes; they represent the players of a corresponding
cooperative game. The links define the potential relationships between the players,
i.e., what coalition they can form—on what (network) outcomes they can agree.
The Public Good Index and the Public Value are the solution concepts to the
corresponding cooperative games defined by the network structure u and the
decision rule d. Here u summarizes the nodes and the links between the nodes (see,
e.g., Figure 1) and d represents how the decision is made and the corresponding
outcome. Readers who are familiar with the Public Good Index and the Public
Value can skip the next section.

Fig. 1 Krackhardt’s kite
network
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3 The Public Good Index (PGI) and the Public Value (PV)

The Public Good Index (PGI) and the Public Value (PV) refer to Minimum Win-
ning Coalitions (MWCs), i.e., coalitions which are just large enough to produce a
particular outcome. For instance, if C is a winning coalition then it is minimal if Ci

is a losing coalition, i.e., any member i leaving coalition C turns the winning
coalition C into a losing coalition Ci. (C and Ci are set of players of the corre-
sponding cooperative game.) If C is a winning coalition and Ci is a losing coalition
then i is essential for the winning of C, i.e., player i is critical; i is a swing player;
i has power.6

The PGI is a vector that represents the numbers of MWCs which have vertices
i for an element. For a particular vertex i this number is ci. The numbers ci get
standardized such that the “shares” of all vertices add up to one. Thus, hi(u, d), the
PGI of i given a particular network structure u and a decision rule d, is

hi u; dð Þ ¼ ci
c
¼ PGIiðCÞ with network C and

Xn
i¼1

ci ¼ c ð1Þ

Here, ci is a function of u and d. In the case of a collective decision problem d is
the decision rule, e.g., a majority quorum.

Note that, because of public good assumption, there is “no splitting up of a cake”
and no bargaining over shares as in Myerson (1977) and the contributions that build
on it.7 Of course, there are networks that produce (private) goods that invite sharing,
but, in this study, we focus on collective decision-making over public goods. It is
assumed that each winning coalition represents a particular public good—a specific
result for the urban space, e.g., an enlargement of the public traffic system or
improvement of the school system. This is part of the story which motivated the
application of the PGI.

The PGI has been introduced in Holler (1982) and axiomatized in Holler and
Packel (1983).8 However, as Holler and Li (1995) demonstrated, by looking at the
shares only, relevant information can be lost. Therefore, we will also present the
non-standardized numbers, i.e., the Public Value (PV): the PV of i is identical with
the number of MWCs which have i as a member. Thus, the PV of i, given a
particular net structure u and outcome rule d, is

6The swing players define the power for the indices of Shapley–Shubik, Penrose–Banzhaf–
Coleman, Johnston, and Deegan–Packel. These measures vary in what coalitions are to be
considered and how the coalition surplus is distributed among their members.
7Myerson (1977) presents a bargaining model for networks that connects the (fair) bargaining
outcome and the corresponding Shapley value.
8For a recent discussion of the PGI, see Holler (2019). Note there are more than ten power indices,
but there is only one measure that is serious about measuring the impact of a player in producing a
public good, i.e., the PGI.
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pi u; dð Þ ¼ ci ¼ PViðCÞ with network C and
Xn
i¼1

ci ¼ c ð2Þ

Again, ci is a function of the network structure u and the decision rule d. Holler
and Li (1995) give an axiomatization of PV.

4 The Linear Model

In order to illustrate the application of the PGI to networks, we will discuss a toy
example which demonstrates that you do not need to have resources to have some
power when you are connected. Fragnelli (2012) offers a simple example that
demonstrates the power of a link.9 The decision body is given by the weighted
voting game v* = (51; 35, 30, 25, 10), i.e., the decision rule and vote distribution
are d = 51 and w* = (35, 30, 25, 10), respectively. Note that player 4, having a
weight w4* = 10, is a dummy in v*; player 4 is not critical for the winning of any
coalition. The set of MWCs is {{1,2},{1,3},{2,3}}. The corresponding power
distribution, measured by the PGI, therefore is

h v�ð Þ ¼ 1
3
;
1
3
;
1
3
;
0
3

� �
:

The voting weights can be interpreted as proxies for the resources an agent can
invest into the production of a network good. Solon divided Athens’ citizenship
into four property classes. Belonging to a given class does not constitute a “right”
describing what you can get from your community, but an expectation which the
community had of a particular member, i.e., what he can contribute.

Let us introduce a linear network structure, G°: (1)–(2)–(3)…(4), to the weighted
voting game v* = (51; 35, 30, 25, 10), with player 4 being unconnected. The set of
MWCs is {{1,2},{2,3}}. The corresponding power distribution therefore is

h vG�ð Þ ¼ 1
4
;
2
4
;
1
4
;
0
4

� �
:

Player 2’s dominating power is the result of centrality as the voting weights of
players 1, 2, and 3 are equal. The impact of the network positions on the power
distribution is even more obvious when we change the network structure to G′: (1)–
(4)–(2)–(3). The set of MWCs and the values of the PGI are {{1,4,2},{2,3}} and

9However, Fragnelli (2012) applies the Banzhaf index to measure power which takes into account
all winning coalitions. It is not obvious that this index expresses the impact of a decision-maker in
the case of a public good. (See Holler 1982, 2019).
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h v�ð Þ ¼ 1
5
;
2
5
;
1
5
;
1
5

� �
:

The example demonstrates that we do not need resources if we are well con-
nected. This looks like a good message to the have-nots. However, many people are
well connected only because of their resources. It seems this holds especially for the
urban space—of course, not today, but in ancient times.

5 Power in Krackhardt’s Kite Network

In order to apply the PGI and the PV to analyze Krackhardt’s kite network, we
define a voting game v = (6; 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1) that has the absolute majority
d = 6 as a quorum. Of course, this is a very rough approximation because, in
general, (a) the weights of the agents in an urban decision problem are not identical
and (b), even more drastically, there is no voting. However, quite often voting is
just a shorthand of the underlying bargaining process. The quorum d = 6 represents
the number of votes—perhaps the volume of contributions needed—to accomplish
the project. A winning coalition is a set of at least six players. Thus, a minimum
winning coalition in the network game is a set of six players who are connected.
There are 70 minimum winning coalitions which are satisfying the connectivity
requirement implied by the network C. It should be noted that without the matching
constraints implicit to the network, there are 210 minimum winning coalitions for
the game v = (6; 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1).

To investigate the impact of the vertices I and J on the PGI-power of H, we
consider the number of minimum winning coalitions—and calculate the corre-
sponding PGIs—(a) in the complete graph C with vertices A to J, (b) those that are
present in the subgraph C1 with vertices A to I (without vertex J), and (c) those that
are present in the subgraph C2 with vertices A to H (without vertices I and J). These
subgraphs have the same edges as the complete graph otherwise. Table 1 gives the
PV values, i.e., number ci of minimum winning coalitions to which a vertex i be-
longs in these three graphs, as well as the corresponding values of the PGI (rounded
to four decimals). Note that we did not reduce the quorum in the case of C1 and C2

in order to “isolate” effects of changes in the network structure.10

Table 2 summarizes the corresponding rankings of the vertices defined by their
PGI values. This table shows that nodes F and G are relatively strong while D
which somehow forms the center of the kite (without tail) is relatively week. This is
somewhat surprising, and not really obvious. However, it is obvious that H is the
most powerful node when I gets connected. Perhaps it is somewhat surprising that

10In general, parliaments and city councils do not change their majority rules if links between
parties altered, and, in the extreme, a party became unconnected to any other like going from C and
C1.
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the power of I increases quite substantially, overtaking A, B, C, and E, when J
enters.

Next, we study the voting game v = (7; 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1), again given
Krackhardt’s kite structure. The quorum of d = 7 reflects a 2/3 majority: this is a
decision rule which is often relevant in changing a constitution or the voting rule
itself. It seems relevant if the network requires a strong support, e.g., because
contributions to the network produce could be substantial or because the network
produce is substantial and production cannot afford major resistance or freeriding.

The number of minimum winning coalitions decreases to 52 as there is, of
course, a smaller potential for MWCs as in the case of d = 6. Since in the case of
the network C2, seven out of eight agents are needed to form an MWC; the position
in the network—i.e., connectedness, closeness, and centrality—do not matter much,
actually, nothing at all. Therefore, all nodes have the same degree of power.
Tables 3 and 4 confirm that node H is the strongest agent in the case of networks C1

and C. Somewhat surprising is the career of node I. It is the weakest player in case
of the network C1 but metamorphs into the second strongest when J joins as well
and network C forms (see Table 4).

6 The Impact of the Network Structure: The D-Modified
Kite

We have seen that changes in the set of links have substantial consequences for the
power distribution. Of course, cutting the links of I, and I and J with node H is
substantial for these vertices because they have no alternative: they are no longer

Table 1 Voting game with all decision-makers having the same individual weight 1 and a
decision rule d = 6 and network structures C (Krackhardt’s kite), C1, and C2

i A B C D E F G H I J

PVi(C2) 20 20 20 20 20 21 21 20

PGIi(C2) 0.1234 0.1234 0.1234 0.1234 0.1234 0.1296 0.1296 0.1234

PVi(C1) 34 34 32 36 32 39 39 46 17

PGIi(C1) 0.1069 0.1069 0.1006 0.1132 0.1006 0.1226 0.1226 0.1446 0.0817

PVi(C) 40 40 36 45 36 50 50 63 43 17

PGIi(C) 0.0952 0.0952 0.0857 0.1071 0.0857 0.1190 0.1190 0.1500 0.1023 0.0404

Table 2 Ranking of PGI values in accordance with Table 1 (Decision rule d = 6 and network
structures C (Krackhardt’s kite), C1, and C2.)

PGIi(C2) F = G > A = B = C = D = E = H

PGIi(C1) H > F = G > D > A = B > C = E > I

PGIi(C) H > F = G > D > I > A = B > C = E > J
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connected and therefore are no longer candidates for a (minimum) winning coali-
tion within a network. As a consequence, they are powerless; they cannot have any
impact on the outcome of the network despite the fact that they have the same
voting weight as the other players.

Of course, isolating a node in a network is a rather extreme, however often
experienced, structural change in a network. It seems straightforward to analyze the
effects of a possibly less substantial modification in the network structure. We
assume a D-modified kite network, where the two links C–D and D–E of Krack-
hardt’s kite are erased (see Fig. 2.) Correspondingly, we label the modified network
structures by C°, C1°, and C2°. Again, to investigate the impact of the vertices I and
J, we define the voting game v = (6; 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1) and count the
minimum winning coalitions in the complete graph C° with vertices A to J, those
that are present in the subgraph C1° with vertices A to I (without vertex J), and those
that are present in the subgraph C2° with vertices A to H (without vertices I and J).
Again, these subgraphs have the same edges as the complete graph otherwise (see
Fig. 2 for an illustration).

There is not very much variation in power within the network C2°, however,
nodes F and G are the strongest. When I enters, node H takes over the lead,
however, leaving I at the end of the power chain. This is quite similar to the result
we derived for the case of the graph C1 when the links of Krackhardt’s kite applied.
The result is quite different in the cases of C°. Compared to the results for C, the
node’s I power career in case of C° is more modest when J enters the network C1 to
form C°.

Tables 7 and 8 list the results of the voting game v = (7; 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1,
1) in case of the D-modified kite network. A comparison of the last lines of
Tables 6 and 8 reveals that in the D-modified kite the power of I increases

Table 3 Voting game with all decision-makers having the same individual weight 1 and a
decision rule d = 7 and network structures C (Krackhardt’s kite), C1, and C2

i A B C D E F G H I J

PVi(C2) 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

PGIi(C2) 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250 0.1250

PVi(C1) 21 21 21 21 21 22 22 27 20

PGIi(C1) 0.1071 0.1071 0.1071 0.1071 0.1071 0.1122 0.1122 0.1377 0.1020

PVi(C) 35 35 33 37 33 40 40 53 46 26

PGIi(C) 0.0925 0.0925 0.0873 0.0978 0.0873 0.1058 0.1058 0.1402 0.1216 0.0687

Table 4 Ranking of PGI values in accordance with Table 3 (Decision rule d = 7 and network
structures C (Krackhardt’s kite), C1, and C2.)

PGIi(C2) A = B = C = D = E = F = G = H

PGIi(C1) H > F = G > A = B = C = D = E > I

PGIi(C) H > I > F = G > D > A = B > C = E > J
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substantially if the decision rule is augmented from d = 6 to d = 7 and agent J gets
connected. There is a strong echo effect of J entering. Comparing Tables 4 and 8
suggests that the career of I is not depending on whether D is directly connected to
C and E, or not (Table 5).

But does D’s power suffer from cutting the direct links with C and E? Com-
paring Tables 1 and 5 shows that D loses power. This also holds for comparing 3
and 7, i.e., when a decision rule d =7 instead of d =6 applies if I and J enter. In this
case, D could be motivated to keep I and J separated from the network if D is no
longer directly linked to C and E. Tables 2 and 6 tell us that the power ranking of D
decreases in comparison with A and B when B’s links with C and E are cut. (Note
in both settings the power of A and B are equal.) A comparison of Tables 4 and 8
suggests that the power ranking of D is even more vulnerable to an entry of J if D is
not directly linked to C and E.

The results confirm our expectations: an increase of links and thereby con-
nectedness tends to increase the power of an agent. Hereby links need to be seen in
terms of pivotal positions between different groups of agents who allow that agents
can contribute (as, e.g., player H). Hence, it is not only the direct neighborhood that
counts for power (as in degree centrality) but rather a certain environment with a
maximal radius of d-1. Here d represents the quorum of the corresponding voting
game.11 The message for policymaking in the urban space is evident. We do not
further discuss the tables above but leave the interpretation to the reader—as we do

Fig. 2 D-modified kite
network

11In order to form a winning coalition, i needs to be connected to at least d − 1 vertices (such that
they form a connected subgraph). The required d − 1 many nodes can be on any side of i in the
network such that the winning coalitions i belong to a circle/sphere with maximal radius d − 1.
Here, the notion of a radius is in terms of graph neighborhoods: if i has a high enough degree it
may be the case that the coalition is formed by direct neighbors of i only, i.e., i is connected to each
of the members of its coalition by minimal paths of length 1. In this sense, the worst case that can
occur, maximizing the distance, is that actually a d − 1 neighbor has to be a member of the
coalition. (The shortest path between i and this vertex has length d − 1).
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not want to exhaust our readers by exhausting the subject.12 Our intention was to
demonstrate the method of the power index analysis applied to networks—sug-
gesting an additional tool for analyzing urban space when appropriate.

7 Responsibility and the Smart City

After the exercise of calculating PGI and PV and analyzing the result, we may ask
ourselves why we should do this exercise—why should we be interested in the
distribution of power in networks; why should we measure power. Most obviously,
we might be interested in the design of a decision body for a network in order to
implement a particular power distribution which supports the decision which we are
aiming for, or blocks a choice which we do not want to see materialized, or takes
care that the decision body satisfies a norm of fairness. Perhaps, we would like to be
able to assign responsibility in order to make network agents accountable for what
they decide or for what they could prevent. Accountability could be an issue of
fairness but also a key to improving decision-making, e.g., to collect more infor-
mation, to arrange for more competence, and to do better thinking. Analyzing the
power structure could be a helpful tool to improve thinking.13

There is another field of applying power index analysis of networks in the urban
space: the Smart City. The core of this concept is the comprehensive usage of
information technology for managing the city. In the introduction to their forth-
coming report Considerations in the design and implementation of Smart Cities
systems, Orłowski et al. (2019) write that the acceptance of the Smart City vision “is
a long-term process in which municipal decision-makers, city residents and civic
organizations work out a compromise, which is often the result of merit-based
decisions by the authorities but can also result from political decisions, on which
the residents only have an indirect influence. Such a complex city system, seen from
the perspective of the authorities, city residents and organizations, and taking into
account many decision-making processes which are hard to control and analyze,
represents a complex environment for the implementation of information technol-
ogy supporting city management processes.”

Table 6 Ranking of PGI values in accordance with Table 5. (Decision rule d = 6 and network
structures C° (D-modified Krackhardt’s kite), C1°, and C2°.)

PGIi(C2°) F = G > A = B > C = D = E = E

PGIi(C1°) H > F = G > A = B > D > C = E > I

PGIi(C°) H > F = G > A = B > D = I > C = E > J

12In his Picture of Dorian Gray, Oscar Wilde characterized a Radical member of Parliament by the
by now notorious quote: “Like all people who try to exhaust a subject, he exhausted his listeners.”
13For a more intensive discussion of the relationship of power and responsibility, see Holler
(2007).
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The power index analysis could turn out to be a helpful tool to solve some of
these problems—and propose a solution to the responsibility problem inherent in
the Smart City concept. Citizens may feel alienated if nobody is accountable of
what they experience in their neighborhood. A city of alienated citizens is a
challenging result for an urban space.
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Commoning the Stage: The Complex
Semantics of the Theatre Commons

Francesca Sabatini

Abstract

The paper investigates the present role of theatre in society; in particular, it seeks
to identify theatre as a peculiar, complex commons, with a precise spatial,
relational and cultural syntax outlined in the first section with relevant examples.
The stratification of meanings, archetypes and formats of such commons and the
cultural value it has generated in different times and for different societies are
described in the second section. Theatre is analysed through the commons
analytical framework in the third section, identifying its characteristics of a
semantic commons. The policy and strategic implications of the conceptuali-
sation of theatre as a commons are expressed in the fourth section: in particular,
its features of publicity and togetherness testify for its power to catalyse
powerful instances such as the right to the city and the claim for the resurgence
of the public sphere. Examples of policies and practices from the international
context are provided that illustrate the emerging map of actions going towards
such objectives.

1 Performance, Space, People: The Intertwined
Dimensions of the Theatrical Experience

let us return to the principle […] Let us take as a model humanity’s simple actions, those
that occur before our eyes every day. How, for example, does one assemble around a
charlatan on a public square in order to hear him? People bunch together and form a circle
around him. (Ledoux in Schwarte 2012: 161)
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This statement was not boldly pronounced at the press conference of a con-
temporary participative performance, nor is it a quote from a 1970s theatre director
willing to unchain the binomial association between performance and theatre. In
fact, and quite surprisingly, it was written more than 250 years ago by
Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, in a letter of 1775 stating his intention to reform the
theatrical space and experience.

Ledoux was contributing to a lively and abundant debate within the Enlight-
enment movement, whose repercussions will be evident until decades after the
French Revolution, concerning the role of theatre in society. This theatre querelle,
in its turn, is all but a circumstantiated moment in time, but rather one of the endless
reformative efforts which constellate the history of Western theatre––reforms which
testify for the social, cultural and political relevance of theatre in different societies.

Ledoux’s statement, within such framework, might be interpreted as a seductive
eulogy to the flexibility of the theatrical infrastructure, and the need to restore the
purity of the audience–performance relationship: but the matter is actually more
complicated than this. He emphasises, in fact, a peculiar aspect of the theatrical
practice, that is its spatial characteristics, while hinting at how the spatial articu-
lation of a performance is generated almost by the tension between the audience
curiously gathering around the performance, the actors or performers, and what
happens in between (the performance itself).

Both the relevance of theatre as a social and political infrastructure and its ability
to define a performance space through human relations and interactions testify for
its social, cultural and political potential in different times, including our own. In a
time that is reacting to the shrinking of public sphere, where political rights are
claimed through the struggle for public space, theatrical practices and the per-
forming arts might be able to provide new means of elaborating the political reality
and to offer an exhaustive cultural infrastructure for urban complexity.

1.1 Theatre as Space

Almost two hundred years after Ledoux, Max Hermann wrote that performing arts
are spatial arts (Roselt 2012: 302). He alluded to the impossibility of thinking
about performance as separate from the space of performance; but also, and more
specifically, he was referring to the copresence of actors and audience in the space
and time of the performance, and the subsequent coproduction of the performance
by both.

His analysis, however, only accounts for the dramaturgic spatiality (physical and
relational), while leaving out a third corollary of the spatiality of theatre: its
organisation within the urban and social environment, to which it is so tightly
interconnected. The way these three dimensions have been dealt with, the way their
boundaries have been stretched and their uses contested characterise theatre’s role
within a society and its epoch.
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1.1.1 Physical Space and Theatrical Architecture
The first dimension, the physical and architectural, pertains to the building, or
better, to the space in which both the audience and the stage are located. Adapting
theatrical buildings and structures has never just been a matter of taste of the time:
in many cases, reforming theatre has been mostly about exiting the conventional
spaces of theatre architecture. A mutual influence has occurred in different times
between performance and the stage; the former has been subject to the constraints
and the structure of the latter; reversely, as performance evolved in its expressive
forms, the stage was transformed in its shape, size and position with respect to the
audience.

Examples of how theatrical architecture and spaces have been altered according
to the specific meaning that was attributed to theatre constellate the millennial
history of theatre. Eighteenth century Germany experienced an epistemic revolution
through the Enlightenment, which produced the aspiration at a National, morally
reforming theatre practice; such reform, in the intentions of its supporters, was to be
pursued by displacing performances from the small halls where they were per-
formed, an inheritance of the supposedly loose courtly morals, and holding them in
large open spaces.

Twentieth century Arab theatre was sternly pivoted on the rejection of Western
theatrical practices and their respective space; therefore, artists would perform in the
open air and have the audience gather around them in a circle called halqa, thus
forming a human amphitheatre which opposed the frontal fruition of Western
theatrical architecture.

The contemporary New York based theatre project ‘Shakespeare in the Park’,
taking place in different Manhattan public parks, stretches to the limits the notion of
‘performance space’, as it stages Shakespeare plays in varying locations changing
from one act to the other; the audience is invited to follow the performers around
the impromptu stages.

1.1.2 Audience and Performance
The articulation of the notion of relational space in theatre is twofold: on the one
hand it concerns the distinction between an audience space and a performance
space. Questioning the uses of this relational space, the equilibrium and balances
within it, has always been on top of the priority list of both theatre administrators
and directors in modern times.

Voltaire’s Dissertation on Ancient Tragedy (1748), for instance, aspired at
collocating the audience in a new, separate space, since in eighteenth century
France the audience would simply sit on the stage, as close to the performers as it
could possibly get, in more recent times. Today, with the institutionalisation of
theatre as a form of entertainment, a fracture is created between the performance
and its audience. And yet, Voltaire’s proposition is being questioned once more by
emerging ways of organising the performance space: Vick’s Stiffelio at Teatro
Regio (Parma 2017)1 had the spectators standing in the parterre, while singers

1Folletto (2017).
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invaded their space to perform among and interact with the audience. Regardless of
the varying degrees of separation (ranging from the neat separation advocated by
Voltaire or the sophisticated merging of Vick’s play), as a matter of fact the
audience coproduces the performance.

In 2018, for example, the director Pippo Delbono staged a controversially per-
sonal version of La Cavalleria Rusticana at Opera di Roma; his frequent mono-
logues, held among the audience, interrupted the performance, and were in their
turn interrupted by the outbursts of discontent from the part of many spectators,
creating an unexpected tension.2 In La fille du regiment (Teatro Comunale,
Bologna, 2018; directed by Emilio Sagi)3 the names of the ball’s guests were
changed into the names of local streets and nearby towns, causing the audience to
overreact in exhilaration. In 2006 Wolker Lösch’s adaptation of Peter Weiss’
“Marat, Sade” enacted a sort of proscription list onstage, enumerating the names of
the richest men in Germany and causing the audience to participate violently and
powerfully to the performance (Wihstutz 2012: 214–215).

1.1.3 The Theatre’s Relational Space
Spatial reforms, in which most theatrical transformations have been inscribed, have
always been concerned with the transformation of the architectural space, whether it
was the institution of private tribunalia in the Hellenistic era, marking the first class
distinction in classical theatre, or Voltaire’s aspiration of an ordered perceptive
apartheid between the audience and the performance. As it has been noted, however,

a circular theatre does not necessarily produce a democratic disposition, and a semicircular
terraced structure does not necessarily evoke a feeling of equality. The actual effect of these
and other constructions […] lies in the various encounters between the monumental and the
ephemeral, processes of building and the uses of architectural space, performances and
intrigues. (Schwarte 2012: 162)

This latter articulation of relational space hinted to by Schwarte is perhaps more
subtle and intangible, but crucial to the essence of theatre itself. Following David
Harvey’s economy of public space, it could be said that the stage–audience space
mostly carries a relational value: in Harvey’s words, a space where there is no such
thing as space outside of the processes that define it (Harvey 2004: 4)—that is, the
space of performance only exists because of the performance itself; in such case,
space and time are strictly interrelated, since time, interactions and relations are the
actual conditions under which the separation between stage and audience comes
into being. The grammar of this relationship does not just articulate the stage–
audience spatiality: it is a necessary precondition for the artistic creation itself. As
simple as it may seem, without an audience there is no performance, and without
this relational moment there is no theatre.

The three dimensions of this relationship refer not only to the way the theatrical
space is built and structured, and the way theatre dynamics relate to it, they also
describe the way the theatrical space is used by the audience—a usage which has

2Ricci (2018).
3De Matteis (2018).
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varied largely in time. Francesco Reggiani, who in 2018 was still the head of the
Historical Archive of Teatro dell’Opera di Roma, came up with a thrilling hypo-
typosis to describe this restless equilibrium:

Imagine you’re in a pub. People are sitting on bar stools drinking and talking loudly to each
other; at their backs, a tv screen is hanged on a wall displaying some sports match. All of a
sudden the speaker from the tv raises his voice in an outburst of enthusiasm, announcing the
scoring of a point, and it is only now that the gentlemen, who had not paid attention to the
tv until that time, turn to the screen and follow the action. This is more or less what an opera
theatre looked like in the XVIII century: people talked, gambled, ate, and only when they
recognised the beginning of a popular opera aria they would turn to the stage and listen to it
in delight.4

The blatantly informal atmosphere described by Reggiani’s vivid example in the
past rings more than a bell: it is but one of the innumerable historical testimonies of
how attitudes within theatres and towards theatrical practices have varied in time.
Above all, it illustrates how the contemporary fruition of theatre, framed in a rigid
behavioural grid, has remained anchored to a paradigm enforced in a somewhat late
theatrical era: the audience–performance relational dimension, as well as the system
of social relations occurring within the theatrical space, used to be appallingly
different from what it is today: more fluid and informal, it has allowed theatre to be
the space of interactions and encounter, more than reducing it to a mystical aesthetic
ascension. This example should not be looked at nostalgically: it rather raises
questions on formats and experiences, and on how biased and static our perception
of relations and interactions is with respect to theatrical practices.

To attribute the vastness and richness of the theatrical experience to a list of
chronologically ordered playwrights, then, would mean to do very little justice to all
the tangible factors which have contributed for thousands of years to building what
can be defined the theatrical commons. While being at the core of the theatre
commons, in fact, the dramaturgic dimension is but one aspect of what seems to be
a much more complex commons, relational, spatial and dramaturgic, which has
crossed genres, historical eras and societies as an organic and coherent syntax
regardless of the way it has been differently articulated.

The spatial dimension in particular, relational as well as physical and urban, has
given shape to a social and cultural infrastructure whose modalities of enactment
prove crucial in contemporary debate on society, the urban space, politics and
economics: as will be seen shortly, theatre as a manifestation of and within the
public sphere; theatre as a collective social practice; the occupation of theatrical
spaces as acts of commoning, play today a role of special political relevance, as
opposed to an understanding of theatre as “cultural industry”, or as a mere form of
entertainment.

1.1.4 Theatre’s Embeddedness Within the Urban Fabric
The third spatial dimension omitted by Hermann’s reflection is the urban one,
which connects theatre to the surrounding social and urban environment. Theatres,

4Francesco Reggiani was interviewed by the author on July 31, 2018.
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just like many other forms of art, have always been used either to represent and
embody power, or to question and criticise it. In eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
Paris, for instance, the 1er arrondissement was the protagonist of a lively clustering
of theatres, whereas at the end of the nineteenth century this centripetal organisation
began to be questioned, as was the case with Antoine’s ThéâtreLibre, polemically
located in the popular Place Pigalle (Carlson 2012: 40).

Even today, as urban regeneration dictates the rule for city planning, the posi-
tioning of a theatre (as that of cultural venues in general) still holds precise political
connotations––in Paris, again, the reformative frenzy of the 1970s led to the
building of theatres in peripheries in order to reinforce the cultural infrastructure of
disadvantaged areas; still in 2005, in the peripheral neighbourhood of Tor Bella
Monaca, a theatre was erected that was expected to represent an attraction pole for
the Roman population in the area. Tor Bella Monaca is still perceived as largely
abandoned and unsafe, regardless of the regeneration intervention, and the theatre
has not attracted the external visitors whose curiosity it was supposed to arise.5

Of analogous strategic weakness is the architectural experiment of Elbphilhar-
monie in the Hannover pier. The rigid structures and hierarchies of conventional
theatrical architecture were simply transferred from the centre to a new, regenerated
part of the city which, however daring, failed to shake the stern foundations of
institutional rules: quite the reverse, it stands as a cathedral in the desert, fasci-
natingly towering on the Elbe river. It has been transformed into the new symbol of
the city, following the strategy of a “generic city boosterism” (McKinnie 2012: 85)
rather than representing an actual attempt to de-format performance spaces in the
urban fabric.

The conflict between physically structuring, actually living and coactively reg-
ulating the theatrical space is probably stronger than that of any other cultural
venue: theatre as a social infrastructure manifested mechanisms of inclusion and
exclusion. Athenian citizens could partake to theatrical events, while the metics
could not, therefore implying a very intricate relationship between political identity
and theatrical practices.

The political and social significance of theatres is so explicit as to have required,
in modern times, the use of a specific police force to regulate mores and behaviours
within it: in 1797, the theatre police in Austria would try and suppress clapping and
eating within theatres in order to “enforce a new contemplative approach to aes-
thetic perception among the audience” (Wihstutz 2012: 21). It was more than an
extemporaneous decision by a particularly stern authority, as it would change the
modalities of theatrical experience, and, consequently, its format and its very
function within the social fabric, shifting from social rite embedded in urban rou-
tines to isolated temple of beauty.

5During a workshop conducted in 2019 and 2020 by SITDA, the Italian Society of Architectural
Technology, Tor Bella Monaca was chosen as the core topic; a series of unstructured interviews
conducted throughout the workshop demonstrated the poor results of the regeneration interven-
tions, and how the area is still perceived as largely abandoned and unsafe—regardless of the
presence of the theatre.
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1.2 The Dramaturgic Commons

In addition to the common spatial traits of theatrical practices a second common-
ality can be identified: the metro-linguistic component. Differently from the spatial
syntax of theatre, the dramaturgic commonality does not pertain to the socioeco-
nomic discourse as much as to the strictly humanistic one; and yet, when consid-
ering theatrical dynamics, and specifically those dynamics that are shared and
collective, considerations over dramaturgy are called for.

It is impossible to waive from the formulaic aspects of dramaturgy, to the high
codification of signs and languages which characterises the specificity of every
theatrical form of expression on a global scale, from opera dramaturgy to singing in
kabuki theatre. The stratification of theatrical dramaturgy in both content and form
is the result of centennial processes involving playwrights, stage directors, actors,
composers and the innumerable different declinations that these roles have assumed
in different societies; languages, formats, dramaturgic conventions, idiomatic
expressions, formulaic gestures have all been codified and absorbed into different
theatre forms (Dahlhaus 2002). The syntax metaphor will once more serve its
purpose: regardless of the specific codified languages and gestures, every theatrical
form has developed a shared code.

Common cognitive traits seem to underlie the theatrical practice. The dra-
maturgic syntax, then, could be identified as the cognitive framework for both
theatrical production and theatrical experience. In fact, signs, symbols, archetypes
and tropes serve as the shared knowledge basis for the production and reproduction
of artistic forms, and for the shared recognition of a conventional language on the
part of both the audience and the performers: the articulated gestural lexicon of nō
Japanese theatre, the melodic and metrical articulation of Greek classical plays and
the sophisticated codified syllabus of love of the 1700s marivaudage represented a
shared common ground for theatrical production and communication within the
society which generated (and benefitted from) a specific theatrical practice.

2 History of Theory, History of Practice

2.1 Political Rite, Religious Ceremony, Club Good: A Short
Chronicle of the Cultural Values of Theatre

In theatre, then, both the gestural language and the verbal one are codified into
tropes and conventions which are shared by the performers as well as by the
audience, thus constituting a cultural dramaturgic commons.

Yet, it is characterised not only by a common pool of archetypes and contents
ranging from themes to characters, but also and especially by a shared spatial and
relational language: this complex commonality lies in formats and infrastructures,
in codified languages and in signifiers, shaping a collective social, political and
cultural experience. The fact that the commons is transversal, however, does not
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mean it is universal; its cultural value, consequently, is by no means intrinsic, but
has changed according to the different uses and formats adopted by different
societies. The focus of the following examples will be primarily drawing from
European societies.

The Dionysian Festivals, inscribed in a religious rite dedicated to the homony-
mous god, had neither a merely artistic nor a merely religious role in the life of the
city, but rather represented a moment for shaping the civic identity of the citizens, a
time of aggregation and of identity building through the production of shared
archetypes (Baldry 1971). The fact that theatres were located in strategic positions
exemplifies the relevance attributed to theatrical practices: the agora, at the meeting
point between temples and the crucial nodes of political life. As it has been noted,

theatres in ancient Greece had greater capacity than there were people in the city. It opened
the way for the broader public to take part in key social events and therefore represented an
opportunity to experience radical equality. (Schwarte 2012: 154)

Theatre gave voice to the Greek Weltanschauung in the particular form of its
relationship with the other, this other being personified by ostracised women,
outcasts, enemies—it is not by chance that the most ancient piece of Greek theatre
which has survived up to the present day is a tragic account of the battle of Salamis,
narrated by the defeated ones, the Persians (Wihstutz 2012: 222). And yet, theatrical
representation of the others, the mythopoetic function of theatre and its power to
craft political imagination was not a universal instance: only a restricted and
rule-bound community could benefit from the theatrical infrastructure; Greek citi-
zenship marked a very precise boundary.6

In the middle ages, with the political and public life being heavily impacted by
the pervasive presence of religion, miracle and mystery plays took place in public
squares in front of religious buildings; itinerant theatre companies, jongleurs and
storytellers would draw from the most diverse written and oral traditions of reli-
gious tales to craft languages and modalities which were at a time transversal to the
entirety of religious Europe, and hyper-local, due to the instances of the isolated
communities of villages and rising cities.

Rather than being a mere mimesis of reality, theatrical expressions of the
medieval society came in the form of allegories, whose evocative power enforced
the feudal and religious system of the time7. Theatre gathered communities around
the most important social infrastructure of the time: the church, while theatrical
language served as a moral code and a warning accompanying peasants in their
everyday life.

6For an introduction to Greek theatre and citizenship, see Barker (2008), Tragedy and citizenship:
conflict, reconciliation and democracy from Haemon to Hegel, New York: State University of
New York Press; Cartledge (1997).
7The Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Miracle Play, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 6th
February, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/art/miracle-play, Accessed 30th April, 2020.
The Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Miracle Play, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 30th

April, 2018, https://www.britannica.com/art/mystery-play, Accessed 30th April, 2020.
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The religious and political dimensions underlying the cultural value of theatre
were progressively overcome by the social relevance acquired by the performing
arts in a world of rigidly structured social classes. From the sixteenth century
onward, in fact, the theatrical experience became a dominant element in the
infrastructure of interactions as shaped by social classes and their respective eco-
nomic attributes; courtly society in central Europe, commissioning, patronising and
benefitting from the arts, built the identity of its upper classes around the cultural
world, expressed in the form of salons and, of course, theatre. A sophisticated
society generated a form of entertainment which was just as sophisticated as itself,8

from the baroquely intrigued love plays to the elegant adaptations of Greek tra-
gedies. The fruition of such culture was private and exclusive: theatre had become a
club good.

In the complicated castle of social rules there was, however, room for evasion: it
was theatre (again) in the form of theatrical representations of reality such as
carnivals and festivals, which allowed for the creation of a temporary heterotopias
(Primavesi 2012: 205), the state of exception of a society overwhelmed by con-
ventional practices.

In the years before and after the French revolution, theatre was more than
entertainment enforcing the social and cultural power of the ruling class: as the
revolution was coming into being, theatres started to overcrowd boulevards in
France and, later on, the streets of European cities, producing narratives on the
recent events and, more meaningfully, influencing political perceptions, political
formats and political narratives: theatre, the pre-eminent cultural and social
infrastructure of the Revolution, represented the apex and the crafter of the
emerging public sphere, and as such it produced a massive impact on the rise of
modern politics.9

The rule of the bourgeoisie in nineteenth century marked the apex of the the-
atrical golden era: opera theatre became the preferred form of entertainment, as the
middle class gathered around a space of recognition and visibility for the ultimate
acknowledgement of its power relationship in the social environment (Bianconi &
Pestelli 2003). The archetypes of theatre had already, by then, crystallised in highly
recognisable and reproducible forms. Such forms either indulged or criticised
bourgeois respectability, or, like most operas by Giuseppe Verdi, enacted a political
conflict which served as an allegory of contemporary events.

Regardless of genres and topics, theatrical forms at the time embodied the
swansong of a political life which had long ceded its role in the public sphere to
social power relationship. The bourgeois revolution had brought a new way of
experiencing theatre in the urban fabric: theatres became huge temples of power,
widened their capacity and welcomed paying visitors; exclusion and inclusion were
determined by economic status. Modern theatre was born.

8For a more detailed account see Craveri (2001).
9The impact of theatrical practices and language on the formation of the modern political sphere is
well documented by Sorba (2015).
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2.2 The Commons Analytical Framework

It is only by a thorough analysis embedding social, cultural and economic history
that considerations over the theatrical commons and its cultural value can be drawn.
The cultural value of such commons resulted, historically, from the deep inter-
connection between a common pool of dramaturgic archetypes; from its strategic
position within the urban grid, which evoked the centrality of theatrical practices in
the city life; from the complex social interactions which were absorbed by and
occurred within the theatrical space, and which in their turn created the necessary
preconditions for its urban centrality (be it on the main public square or in the
national theatre).

The analytical lens of commons theory help clarify how many of the attributes of
theatrical practices are traceable to the features of a commons. Such lens spans from
Ostrom’s first theorisation of common-pool resources and their common manage-
ment (1990) to the most recent developments of commons theory (Bollier and
Helfrich 2012; Stavrides 2016; Euler 2018): while the former helps, in fact, analyse
the physical attributes of commons resources, the latter contribute to understanding
the relational systems that are subtended to the management of such resources,
something which aptly fits the theatrical case.

Theatre is not a natural resource, but a cultural one; as such, even though it is
characterised by a spatial dimension, irreducible and pivotal, it does not share some
attributes of natural, physical resources that are usually featured in a commons
(such as depletability). Similarly, some of the institutional design principles pointed
out by Ostrom cannot be applied to the case of theatres (for example, providing
“accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution”—Ostrom 1990: 100).

On the other hand, theatre cannot be reduced to a cultural resource tout court: in
the case of cultural commons as identified by Santagata et al. (2011), cultural
commons are characterised by space, culture and community. The spatial dimension
of cultural commons as it has been theorised is used mostly to refer to the degrees of
cohesion and spatial density of communities producing the cultural commons; in this
respect, ‘space’ can either refer to a physical dimension (a region in which a cultural
good is produced with shared techniques, and symbolic meanings are communally
attributed to it) or to a virtual one (the Academic community is sparse throughout the
globe and still shares bound rules and mutual recognition).

Quite the reverse, in the case of the theatrical commons, space accounts for the
irreducible physical, social and political dimension of theatrical practices: first of all
they not only necessarily happen in space, but they create the space, a space which
is at a time relational and relative to the performance; and second, their political and
social relevance lies in the way in which theatre as a cultural infrastructure repre-
sents a significant dimension of the public sphere.

For what concerns the other dimension of the cultural commons, “community”,
another distinction must be made. In the cultural commons analytical framework
drafted by Santagata, the community dimension identifies those that produce and
benefit from the commons; outside of this category, the cultural commons frame-
work makes a distinction between free riders (those who take advantage of the
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cultural resource without actively contributing to its maintenance and to the pro-
duction of new knowledge) and users, who, without contributing directly to the
resource, have access rights to it.

The relationship between the dramaturgic commons onstage and the audience is
too complex to be comprised in this dichotomy, as the audience does not directly
produce the performance, but cannot be considered a user who merely benefits from
the resource. The audience rather fits right in between the category of users and that
of community, as the audience need not to produce the resource through explicit
participative modalities (as has been seen in 1.1.2, its copresence is the necessary
precondition for the production of the performance); moreover, the codification of
the dramaturgic commons resource, with its tropes, its topic features and its
recurring verbal and gestural language, is tacitly accepted and shared by the whole
of the theatre community. This aspect will be inspected more in detail in the section
dedicated to the relational system of the theatre commons.

It is therefore necessary to move across the multi-disciplinary analytical
framework of the commons (the physical, the cultural and the urban) in order to
comprise the nature of the theatre commons.

2.2.1 Theatre as a Common-Pool Resource
The first institutional design principle identified by Ostrom in her analysis of
common-pool resources is that of clearly defined boundaries, meaning the com-
munity that have access to the resource and maintains it. Historically, this has meant
determining the exclusion or inclusion of certain social groups in the fruition of
theatre; for instance, metics were excluded from representations in Greece, while
the belonging to specific social classes determined the inclusion in courtly theatrical
practices throughout the seventeenth century (Sorba 2001).

In contemporary society, the way theatre is managed can hardly be said to have
commons-like features, since the management of theatres and of theatrical practices
is delegated to institutions, which regulate access with pricing and with more subtle
relational and behavioural norms.10 However, if we look not at theatrical institu-
tions but at theatrical practices per se, that is at the simple act of performing and
attending theatre, inclusion and exclusion can be said to depend on participation.
Participation, in this context, is intended in a broad sense: the audience coproduces
the performance by attending to it, sharing its dramaturgy, complying with the
performance space (see Sect. 1.1.2).

The second dimension, the congruence between rules and local conditions, is
frequently missing from the contemporary picture, as has been seen especially in
the contemporary culture-led experiments of urban regeneration involving theatre
(Sect. 1.1.4): yet the genius loci of theatrical practices, that is the adaptability with

10Not much literature exists in academia regarding behavioural norms of exclusion in theatres; yet,
more generally, more subtle and indirect forms of exclusion from the public space and the public
sphere, which can relate to theatre as long as it is a publicly accessible space, can be found in
Carmona (2010), Fraser, N. (1995), Culture, politics and the public sphere: towards a postmodern
conception, in in Nicholson, L. & Seidman, S. (1995), Social postmodernism: beyond identity
politics, 287–312, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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which spatial and semantic criteria of theatrical organisation has referred to different
contexts (from the circular halqa to the flexible mobility of Shakespeare in the
Park) has always been a constitutive element of the theatrical commons. In the case
of theatrical practices the common rules can also refer to the common semantics
that underlie the different place-based theatrical expressions, and which determine
both rules of appropriation and provision of the theatrical resource. As McAuley,
quoting Clifford Geertz, put it, “What enables us to talk about them [different forms
of artistic expression] usefully together is that they all inscribe a communal sen-
sibility, present locally to locals a local turn of mind” (Geerts in McAuley 2012:
110).

The third institutional principle would imply that collective-choice arrangements
contribute to modifying the rules of use of the theatrical commons. This, however,
is today largely made impossible by the top-down management modalities of
theatre: behavioural norms within the theatrical space have been somehow insti-
tutionalised and imposed (the theatre police in Vienna is but a punctual example of
a long history of “behavioural enclosure”). Only more inclusive and participative
theatrical practices allow for the flexible adaptation according to the actions of
communities, but they remain isolated examples (be them performances which are
enriched by the audience’s unpredictable reactions or inclusive theatrical projects
such as the Mahogany Opera Group, which coproduces opera with and for students
and amateurs in unexpected locations).

Monitoring, sanctions and conflict-resolution mechanisms refer to how to
comply with free riding. The problem of free riding in theatre can be seen from a
twofold perspective: the first is the strictly cultural dimension (the artistic pro-
duction), and the second is free riding associated with participation. The first
dimension relates to the notion of free riding as it pertains to the cultural commons;
in the theatrical case this coincides with the theatrical stock of dramaturgy, with
plots, language, archetypes. Santagata et al. make a distinction between “core” and
“peripheral” communities in the commons (Santagata et al. 2011: 8), the former
contributing to the increase of value of the collective good, the latter observing
opportunistic behaviour and replicating, without increasing, the production of the
resource––a theatrical example could be the performances of Vivaldi in Venice, of
Verdi in Rome and of Mozart in Vienna by musical ensembles that specifically
target tourists.

On the other hand, free riding with respect to the theatre commons can refer to
participation on behalf of the audience; since the boundaries of the commons are
defined by participation, it could be said that free riding is associated with a lack of
audience involvement in the performance. Nevertheless, participation in the case of
theatre can (and, perhaps, should) be intended in a broad sense, because otherwise
simply attending the performance without directly contributing to what is hap-
pening onstage might be considered an act of free riding, thus giving pre-eminence
to those theatrical forms that are oriented towards societal goals. Participation to
theatre should rather be intended as the act of “being an audience member”, or, as
Walmsley puts, it, the audiency (Walmsley 2018): the emotional or imaginative
participation of the audience is by no means less relevant than acts of coproduction.
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In this respect Hughes, following Ridout (2013), identifies the figure of the ‘pas-
sionate amateur’, “who makes and attends theatre as an act of love” (Hughes 2017:
80). For this reason, keeping the notion of participation broad and identifying
opportunistic behaviour on the sole production side seems to be an appropriate
framework for inspecting participation and free riding in theatrical practices.

2.2.2 Theatre as a Commoning Practice
Investigating the notion of free riding and of participation in the previous section
brings up the core characteristics of the theatre commons: that of being together of
‘being in common’—that is, of commoning. This has somehow been overshadowed
in the past by the goods-based definition of the commons analysis. A new emphasis
has been given to the social and relational aspects of the commons by Euler, for
whom “commons is the social form of (tangible and/or intangible) matter that is
determined by commoning. Hence, a matter only becomes a commons if people
predominantly relate to it by commoning and if, therewith, the social form is
determined by these very practices” (Euler 2018: 12).

Theatrical practices present a strong relational component, and seem to aptly
relate to this definition: the audience–performance relation is a constitutive
dimension of both the theatrical performance per se and the performance space. The
fact that theatre cannot happen without a community attending the moment in
which it is being performed, and the fact that the community which attends the
performance participates directly (though with different degrees of involvement) to
the production and the increase of the theatrical resource, testify for the
commons-like nature of theatrical practices.

Theatre seems to be quite fitting in the scholarly discourse on the commons
which has emphasised the social and relational dimension of commoning. Euler
(2018), following Benkler (2006), has placed an emphasis on the notion of to-
getherness, which aptly describes the involvement of the audience in the theatrical
creation. In this respect, participation to the theatre commons recalls Mattei’s view
of the common as a condition of being together, rather than having together (Mattei
2011: 27). The fact that the theatrical commons consists of a system of relations
rather than merely being a matter of ownership is aligned with Roggero’s view,
according to which it is necessary to “relocate the question of the commons from
one centred on property to one focused on relations of production” (Roggero
2010: 6).

In addition to the dimension of togetherness that is subtended to the theatrical
commons and its modes of production and fruition, Arendt has pointed out another
crucial characteristic of the theatrical commons, that is, its eminently public
dimension. In her work The Human Condition (1958) she asserts that the public
sphere is the conditions “where people are with others and neither for nor against
them—that is, in sheer human togetherness” (Arendt 1998: 180; emphasis added).
What is more, she associates the condition of publicity to theatre, as she recalls the
affinity between action (the aspect of human condition which articulates the public
sphere) and theatre:
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theatre is the political art par excellence; only there is the political sphere of human life
transposed into art. By the same token, it is the only art whose sole subject is man in his
relationship to others. (Arendt 1998: 188)

These aspects of publicity and togetherness seem, therefore, to be at the core of
the value production process of theatrical practices as a commons. The present
modalities of management and fruition of theatre however, still anchored in the
mechanical reproduction of archetypical forms and in the fruition schemes of the
bourgeois nineteenth century, do not acknowledge for the complexity of the the-
atrical experience, nor do they reveal its nature as a commons.

2.3 Deconstruction and Definition of a Complex Commons

2.3.1 The Theatrical Syntax
The picture which has just emerged of theatre is at a time plain and complex. Just
like Ledoux would have liked us to do, “let us take as a model humanity’s simple
actions” (Ledoux in Schwarte 2012: 161), and untangle the complex characteristics
of the theatre commons.

The analysis in the previous section has demonstrated that theatre has the
characteristics of a complex commons, which requires multiple analytical frame-
works in order to be fully comprised: it is a physical, or better a spatial resource in
which inclusion and exclusion are, today, determined by participation, and which
has historically been bound to specific communities. But theatre is not only a
common-pool resource, physically and theatrically construed by the copresence of
audience and actors, dramaturgically constituted by the archetypes and codes of a
stratified common language; it is also a relational resource, an act of commoning
where value is created by the act of being together, and which enact a manifestation
of the participants’ public life.

Once the nature of theatre as a commons has been disentangled, what remains to
be examined is what type of commons it is exactly, and what its peculiarity is
within the commons framework.

The three dimensions of theatre spatiality are characterised by a significantly
coherent grammar—more precisely, a syntax of the theatrical space. In language, the
syntax is a common set of rules bywhich different syntagms can be articulated inmany
different fashions, and still respond to the same reference framework. Similarly, the
stage–audience relationship, the space and architecture which contains such rela-
tionship, and the interaction of theatrewith thewider urban scale have been articulated
into an innumerable set of variables by different societies in different times.

And yet, the constant recombination of spatial and dramaturgic interactions, and
the pushing forward of theatrical boundaries, has always occurred within the logics
of the theatrical syntax. The simple elements which constitute such syntax’s set of
rules, and the common ground for these evolutions, are the stage–audience relational
space, the physical and architectural dimension, a wider social and political inter-
action with the urban fabric and the evolution of dramaturgic codes and languages.
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The physical and spatial dramaturgic components of such commons are both
inscribed in the wider relational dimension of theatre, the act of commoning which
underlies on the one hand the creation of a coherent dramaturgic code shared by the
audience and the actors and on the other of theatre as a relational space. It is
precisely the syntax in which this theatrical manifestations are articulated (re-
gardless of their different time-space dependent qualities) that is at the core of the
theatrical commons: theatre is a semantic commons (Fig. 1).

2.3.2 Words Matter
Rather than merely being a taxonomical cavil, understanding the commons nature
of theatre matters. It matters first because it helps understand how it generates value
and how the theatrical resource is sustained over time (i.e. through knowledge and
through relations); second (and consequently) because understanding who shapes
the resource and what the resource actually consists of, in order to be able to
properly valorise such resource, and to generate such value sustainably.

Considering theatre for its commons-like features means to attribute proper
relevance to its characteristics of publicity and togetherness. This, in turn, would
result in a significant switch in policy discourse: theatre, often relegated to the mere
dimension of entertainment or uncritically replicated as a part of cultural heritage to
be replicated at whatever costs, faces the risk of decay and depletion. Under-
standing the relational value of theatre implies the craft of new tools and strategies
for participation and accessibility, elaborate funding criteria that are more aligned
with the value-generating potential of theatre, disentangle the relationship between
theatrical space and theatrical architecture by promoting innovating theatrical
experiences, and eventually rethink the modes of cultural fruition in the urban
space.

What is left of such cultural value today? How are we administering such
heritage and how are we generating its actual cultural value today, provided that we
generate it at all?

Fig. 1 A conceptual
articulation of the dimensions
of the theatre commons,
which qualifies as semantic
commons
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2.4 Theatre Versus Cinema: New Competitors and New
Needs in Scholarly Discourse

It is hardly questionable that the relevance of theatres in the contemporary social
life is way below the threshold of mere survival. After the apex came decline: the
theatrical and musical production ceased to be linked with social occasion and with
episodic composition as early as the beginning of the nineteenth century, when
Romanticism laid the foundations for the cult of individual genius and for the
replication of what would become canon and repertory in the twentieth century
(Hauser 1951).

Theatre started to experience a significant drain of creative inputs (Velde 2015):
in the twentieth century for the first time, a line was drawn between repertory and
new productions. Very little was left, at that point, of the rampant world of
impresarios, the energetic production and composition processes and the massive
audience attendance rates of theatrical spaces on the part of a wide array of social
actors; when addressed in public policy discourse, it is now common to address its
issues from the perspective of a form of intangible heritage, whose supposedly
intrinsic value allow for its preservation as a merit good. Theatre is no longer a
social practice: it has become a part of a doubtfully meritorious cultural heritage.

The fact that the progressive decline of theatre as a social, cultural and political
infrastructure, as a space of encounter and of cultural fruition, coincided with the
rise of a new, technologically advanced form of entertainment, has led many to
interpret such decline solely in the light of economic rationales and theories. Many
factors, in fact, have been blamed for the decline of the performing arts, from the
flattening democratisation of the theatrical experience on behalf of the film industry
(Horkheimer and Adorno 1944), to the incapability of the theatrical economy to
recover from sunk cost and production expenses, making the cinematic economies
of scale much more advantageous (Baumol and Bowen 1966), to the inability of
theatres of coping with the ‘marginal revolution’ (Throsby 2001), which had on the
contrary allowed cinema to add additional consumers at almost no extra cost
(Bakker 2012).

2.5 Public Life and Theatrical Practices: Missing Links
and Emerging Opportunities

The attention of most scholars was thus caught by the immense cinematic shift of
the entertainment industry which characterised the past century; a more radical
revolution, however, was occurring in another domain: the social one, and in
particular the contraction of the public sphere to the advantage of the private one.

Arendt (1951) was among the first to point out how the necessary precondition
for the establishment of a totalitarian regime was citizens’ alienation: the van-
quishing and the diminishing of the public sphere allowed for and additionally
resulted from the rise of a totalitarian State. Totalitarianisms, which pervaded the
political experience of the twentieth century marked a most traumatic and radical
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change in the public–private balance, and set the basis for further exasperation of
the public–private divide.

Sennett (1977) brilliantly compared Roman history to the contemporary drifts of
social transformations to further clarify such shift: with the rise of the Roman
Empire (when the infrastructures of politics became nothing but formal simulacra of
Republican institutions), the public and political life of Roman citizens was
deprived of its effectiveness; commitment to public good was dramatically drained,
as the private sphere absorbed larger and larger portions of individual life. Simi-
larly, as transnational, globalised capital (Sassen 2013) and the commodification of
public goods (Carmona 2010; Harvey 2012; Low and Smith 2013) contribute to the
shrinking of public spaces in the city, the spaces and practices of public life,
together with the responsibilities and benefits that they implied, have reached their
lowest level in modern times.

The evolution—or, better, the involution of the social sphere did not only dra-
matically affect political forms; it is evident in the religious experience, which in the
Western world has turned intimate and individualistic whereas it had represented a
pre-eminent rationale of social organisation for centuries. Weber’s precocious
intuition of the ties between public life, religion as an articulation of the latter and
the economic infrastructure proves more actual than ever.

Similarly, the contraction of the public sphere concurred to the decline of art
forms with an eminent social dimension (such as the performing arts). Curiously
enough, however, the syntax and semantics of theatre survived the agony of the
theatrical medium, while shifting to other forms of entertainment, namely TV
shows such as talk shows and sit-coms. Both have borrowed the theatrical format in
assuming the presence of spectators: the former always features an audience which,
through emotional reactions, makes the performance vivid and somehow partici-
pated, even though onscreen. The latter alternates jokes and puns with recorded
laughter, evoking the presence of a live and immediate emotional response to the
show.

The cognitive genomes of theatre were transposed, almost unchanged, into other
forms of expressions; theatre however was deprived of its role of social and cultural
infrastructure, while the value that it produced as a shared practice was dramatically
diminished.

3 From Institutions to Actions: A New Focus on Cultural
Value and Public Relevance in Policy Discourse
for the Performing Arts

Theatre, thus, has now lost its social role as a cultural infrastructure articulating the
public dimension. From a policy perspective, what is left of theatre today is a
curious artistic hybrid, halfway through a heritage institution and a cultural
industry: difficult to frame, and therefore to fund. The policy focus, as with most
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forms of heritage, is on preservation of theatrical practices and canons, and above
all on the institutional entities which operate in this sense.

As archetypes freeze and heritage preservation approaches harden the evaluative
criteria for public funding; as the audience finds responses to its cultural claims
answered by an individually customised form of entertainment (such as Netflix); as
the social life and the structure of the city evolve around new paradigms, leaving
theatres lagging behind in pompous temples of beauty, rightful questions arise over
the legitimacy of public support to a cultural good whose characteristics are those of
a club good, rather than of a public one. Questions arise over the new role of theatre
in contemporary society, if it has any.

How can theatre produce a cultural value that is sustainable for the future, and
for whom can it produce such value? Is the problem with theatre intrinsic, then, so
that its semantics and its archetypes prove out-dated and fail to grasp the com-
plexity of reality? Or is it rather a structural problem, imputable to stern policy
regulation, to uneven distribution of the cultural offer (including the theatrical one)
in the urban fabric, and to an overall “missing the point” of the actual cultural value
of the theatrical commons?

3.1 Theatre and Politics: Power, Engagement
and the Political Imagination

Theatre as a space for the creation of political imagination and of social cohesion,
for the expression of ancestral dilemmas as well as for the arena for contemporary
public debates, proves able to embody contemporary urban, political, social and
economic claims of rapidly evolving communities; the public sphere is claiming
back its role through struggles for the right to the city (first coined by Lefebvre
(1968), and summoned in recent times by Harvey (2012), and specifically by
Kruger (2012), and Hughes (2017), who both related it to theatrical practices).

The theatrical commons, with its unique features of cultural infrastructure, has a
role to play in this struggle—especially as urban movements and theatrical
dynamics share a significant portion of their semantics: Lewis Mumford’s depicted
the city as “the stage of social drama” (Mumford 1937: 82), while movements all
over the world use theatre and performance as a powerful medium of communi-
cation to raise awareness and involve communities: from re-enactments of dramatic
political moments on the streets of Chicago (Kanouse 2008; Levitt 2018), per-
formed as a form of protest to the present economic system; to Extinction Rebel-
lion’s11 and Opéra Pagaï’s12 playful and clever provocations on climate change; to
the contemporary and most popular form of public and political demonstrations,
flash mobs, share the spatial and relational characteristics of theatrical semantics

11Julia, 2019
12Opéra Pagaï, https://www.operapagai.com/, accessed Sept. 7th, 2019.
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(Ventura 2019)13—and activate the mechanisms of gathering echoed in Ledoux’s
evocative statement.

Theatre, politics and the urban struggle for the reappropriation of the public
sphere intertwine in the controversial cases of occupied cultural spaces. Between
2011 and 2014, in Rome, Teatro Valle was occupied and collectively managed after
the theatre was closed and left to decay. The number of analogous experiences,
from Asilo Filangieri in Naples to Empros Theatre in Athens, testify the will of
communities to reappropriate the theatrical experience beyond the physical and
managerial boundaries imposed by the institutionalisation of theatrical practices.

The spontaneous resurgence of theatrical activities is pivotal to social interac-
tions in the urban space and to the collective generation and experience of cre-
ativity. The spontaneous resurgence of theatrical communities is not, in fact, the
simple manifestation of a creative effort, but a demonstration of how theatre, as a
social and political activity, is inscribed in the public sphere. The relationship
between commoning practices and space is particularly fascinating and complex in
the case of an art whose core trait lies in the creation of a relational space (a space,
again, in which there is no such thing as space outside of the processes that define it
—see Sect. 1.1.3). In the words of Hughes, the “theatricalisation of the social
world” provides “resilient means of interrupting the smooth processing of commons
resources into capital” (Hughes 2017).14

However, as noted by Borchi (2018) and Mattei (2011), a precise legal frame-
work allowing for the straightforward identification of commons and cultural
commons is still missing in most countries. Among the rules pointed out by the first
theoriser of the commons, Elinor Ostrom, for an effective management of the
commons is the recognition of the commons from the part of an external authority,
as the necessary precondition for avoiding enclosure and the enforcement of
exogenous rules.

As a consequence, the absence of a clear regulation concerning the use and
management of occupied spaces has insofar led to the end of such collective
experiences. The political agenda for culture, and for the performing arts in par-
ticular, need to reconsider hierarchies and degrees of stakeholder involvement in
order to provide a more flexible and proactive legal framework not only for such
“unconventional” management modes, but more generally for hybrid ownership
modalities. However, while an institutionalisation of the commons research and
legal framework might provide stability and legitimacy to courageous and fertile
experiments, a balance is to be found between such instance and the need to keep
the framework flexible and adaptable to the different context in which the commons
are created (Ostrom 1990), while never losing sight of the radical political signif-
icance of the struggle for the commons (Mattei 2011).

13The affinities between flash mobs and theatrical semantics testify the liveliness and the present
relevance of theatrical dynamics; and yet, concerns arise over the “theatricalisation” of politics,
which has turned from powerful instance of dissent into a harmless act of mimesis. See Ventura
(2019).
14Hughes (2017).
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3.2 Policies and Practices: A Reflection on Formats, Funding
and the Generation of Cultural Value

The odd idiosyncrasy between the failed policy attempts to reanimate theatre and
the animated stream of theatrical commons characteristics from one expressive
means to the other is perhaps the hint to both the problem and the solution to the
long-debated performing arts dilemma.

The fact that theatre is mostly identified with the institutions which enact it,
rather than with the simple human actions emphasised by Ledoux, has generated a
centripetal structure for funding and public support. The particular attention
attributed to the institutional setting is not to be underestimated: as has been said by
Balestra and Malaguti (2000) on policymaking in Italy (something which can be
extended to most civil law countries), emphasis is never placed on projects, but on
institutional subjects.

This has immense consequences on the way theatre is valued and, consequently,
supported and managed. When analysed through the lens of cultural commons, in
fact, theatre appears to be experiencing all the social dilemmas that are typical of
the commons. The strong barriers to entry of new cultural inputs, as well as the rigid
hierarchic structures which regulate the “public life of theatres”, testify for a dra-
matic enclosure of the theatrical commons, where the policy emphasis is placed
exclusively on the financial survival of institutions, and hardly ever on developing
projects or impacting the modes of theatrical production and consumption. In spite
of the preservation frenzy which affects theatrical institutions, the rigidly enclosed
formats of a most social forms of entertainment are now facing a serious threat of
sustainability: that of the uncertainty of transmission.

When referring to the dramatic underuse of scientific resources due to excessive
intellectual property rights regulation, Michael Heller used the ironic and yet
evocative expression tragedy of the anticommons (Heller 1998). It is almost
needless to say that this epitome perfectly adapts to the theatrical situation: while
the cultural offer of theatres barricades itself behind the quest for a self-declared
artistic excellence, other forms of entertainment are able to generate cultural
products that are entirely tailored on their customers’ preferences. The Netflix
example might be of a radical sort, but it illustrates how vital it is for cultural
institutions to understand the cultural itineraries of their audiences.

As advocated by David Throsby, “it is not necessary to postulate intrinsic or
absolute worth in order to establish an existence for cultural value independently of
economic value” (Throsby 2001: 32). Quite the reverse, the value of the performing
arts can be better assessed according to the definition provided by Charles Taylor of
“irreducibly social good” (Taylor 1995), which “contain some elements of benefit
that cannot be ultimately attributed to some individual” (ivi). What has made
theatrical expression so powerful and transversal until the present day is its
prominent ability to adapt to the social and urban fabrics developing around it, and
to generate social capital by inducing aggregation and allowing for different
nuances of coproduction and audience participation.
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3.2.1 De-formatting Content
The collective, common-like nature of the complex theatre commons has generated
cultural value throughout the ages and in different social ambiances not just through
the artistic quality of its artistic product—i.e. the performance. The constant pro-
duction of creative inputs, rooted in the vast theatrical knowledge commons; the
production of material supplies (ranging from sceneries to costumes to musical
instruments), and of critical interactions with the audience, are all fundamental
components of the value chain of the performing arts. Such value chain accounts for
the fact that the generation of cultural value, particularly in such a stratified, col-
lective and participative form of art, lies in processes, rather than (solely) in
outcomes.

Therefore theatre, as a complex commons consisting of a relational and spatial as
well as a cultural dimension calls for a holistic approach, addressing both its for-
mats and its contents. The only possible way of ensuring a sustainable use of the
theatrical commons is by challenging its formats, rather than replicating its
archetypes. Policymaking related to the arts still reflects a manufacturing approach
(Trimarchi 2014), following an input-output scheme while assigning rainfall funds
according to the merit good argument that is prevailing in the cultural discourse.
The anxious efforts put in the uncritical reproduction of meaningless and formal
theatrical stereotypes complete a most desolating picture.

Sound policy design for the performing arts, as a consequence, passes from the
acknowledgement of this complexity, and the subsequent articulation of a public
support which should not just be provided according to qualitative criteria over the
reproduction of cultural heritage, or to specific institutions due to their supposedly
renowned artistic excellence. However necessary, public support causes a gover-
nance problem in that it provides an incentive for theatres not to dialogue with their
surrounding environment (Klamer 1996). Especially when it is structured according
to a heritage perspective, in which theatres represent the temple of cultural
ascension, and the audience is an entity in need for initiation.

Criteria for funding are most conventionally oriented towards the artistic quality
of the end product, assigning funds according to the organisational capacity of
theatres, while incentives are provided with an emphasis on corollary activities,
from the renting of the theatrical spaces to the ability of attracting private funds and
donations. This however only bypasses the core problem: the preservation of a
fragile and static repertory and support to day-to-day operations for financial sur-
vival have shifted the attention from the process of value creation.

The Italian case presents, in this respect, several criticalities: the State fund for
the performing arts, in the evaluation for the assignments of rainfall funds to
theatres, is focused on numeric indicators such as the dimension of the orchestra,
while educational activities see their points halved in the evaluation. The paradox of
a public policy exclusively centred on direct impacts and economic indicators
culminates in the evaluation of free social-oriented events, which equals zero pre-
cisely because it does not produce income for the theatre: public support is missing
where it would be needed the most (Sabatini and Trimarchi 2019).
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The scenario is by no means more comforting in other countries: French public
policies for the performing are both highly centripetal (being absorbed by the
Parisian scenario) and centred on the evaluation of artistic criteria rather than of
strategic choices (Négrier 2017). The recent debate on cultural policy in the UK has
focused extensively on issues related to centralisation and a paternalistic attitude
within the criteria of artistic excellence (Gross and Wilson 2018),15 while emphasis
has been recently placed on the jeopardization of public support and, subsequently,
community engagement at a National level in the Country (Hadley 2018).

Understanding theatre as a semantic commons in which cultural value lies in
creative and social processes, and is generated through a shared, complex seman-
tics, might provide new insights for better policy design for the performing arts. The
elements which future policy ought to include feature a cleverer production and use
of shared spaces; the generation of social interactions and involvement; the pro-
duction of a common language, able to address the complexity of the contemporary
audience while relating to a century-old common.

3.2.2 Reappropriating Spaces
Shaping theatrical formats is not just a policy and managerial matter, however.
Spaces are to be challenged in order to unchain the binomial association between
theatres and their fruition—which, as the historical outline has demonstrated, is a
modern mystification: the theatrical shape is commonly associated with its most
recent drift, the nineteenth century bourgeois structure, located in the productive
centre, and rigidly articulated in its stage–audience relationship.

From open air festivals to street artists, from reused buildings to ancient theatres,
the spaces of theatre have been as diverse and multiple as the communities they
were used by. Whenever space is being supposedly questioned in present times,
however, this appears to happen in a flash-mob fashion, an ephemeral experiment
claiming to untangle new relationships with society. These experiments, however,
still fail to generate critical mass and long-term benefits on both sides, the theatre’s
and the audience’s. This is the case with the Easter eggs at Fiumicino Airport
organised by Opera di Roma, in which besides a temporary surprise effect in
passers-by very little is done in terms of actual audience engagement in the theatre’s
everyday activities.

On the other hand, some theatres have begun to question the binomial associ-
ation between theatrical practices and venues, by either integrating their offer with
hybrid productions, or by displacing such productions in unconventional venues;
the former is the case of Opéra de Lyon’s contemporary music festival, featuring
techno music performances as well as children music workshops, challenge con-
ventionally operating venues; the latter is Teatro Massimo in Palermo, which runs a
year-long project in the disadvantaged neighbourhood of Danisinni, where

15Specifically, the debate on the so called “deficit model”, which places an emphasis on artistic
outcomes rather than on the democratisation and accessibility of the cultural modes of production
and consumption. For an exhaustive account see Gross and Wilson (2018). For an account on the
uses of the deficit model in the performing arts policy framework see Walmsley (2018).
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cooperation is fostered between the orchestra and the local inhabitants for the
production of new operas.

The aforementioned example of Shakespeare in the Park (see Sect. 1.1.1) pushes
the spatial challenges of theatre even further for a variety of reasons which involve
both form and content of theatrical practices: from the viewpoint of dramaturgy, the
audience’s participation, while not coinciding strictly with coproduction, is a strong
component of the play’s development: with the scenes being set in different parts of
the Park, the actors directly address the audience and invite them to physically
follow them in various locations, disentangling the relationship between both
performance space and audience. From the viewpoint of formats, plays are per-
formed in public, open spaces, where price barriers are simply tore down by the
gratuity of the performance, create an overtly accessible and informal setting, which
in turns triggers familiarity and proximity between audience and performers. What
is more, the choice to perform Shakespeare, which can be considered a form of
“high” theatre, shows an effort towards the accessibility of cultural heritage to new
audiences.

These formats give voice to the contemporary pressures to the disarticulation of
spaces and functions in the urban grid while challenging the semantics of physical
spaces. In this respect, institutional attention and recognition should be bestowed to
sustainable projects with the potential to generate long-term involvement and to
mobilise local resources, overcoming the focus group approach of audience
development strategy and the income-genre dualism of contemporary audience
studies and their demographic indicators.

Performance language is the third component of the theatre commons which still
fails to reach appropriate institutional attention. The heritage-oriented focus on
theatre tends to privilege conventional formats which however do not grasp the
multiplicity and diversity of audience itineraries and the complexity of their
cumulative tastes. Theatre is, perhaps, the medium par excellence able to combine
different expressive forms, but has ceased to integrate them in its body of knowl-
edge with its recent enclosure. However unsystematic, a map can be drawn of
theatrical experiments integrating bravely different and contemporary forms of art,
ranging widely from comics to fashion, and yet cross-sector partnerships are poorly
fostered and searched for. An encouraging example is that of La FabriqueOpéra,
which involves professionals from diverse fields to generate cross-medium the-
atrical experiences while remaining true to the artistic quality of performances.

In the words of Frederic Wake-Walker, artistic director of the participative
project Mahogany Opera Group,

If you peel away the glossy trappings, theatre not only grapples with the fundamental
human need to sing, dance, ritualise and tell stories but also, through its ability to draw
together different cultures and genres, is able to express most relevantly our multi-media,
multi-cultural existence today.16

16The Mahogany Opera Group, Stretching the boundaries of what opera can be and who it is for,
https://www.mahoganyopera.co.uk/about-us/, accessed Sept. 8th, 2019.
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In conclusion, the complexity of the semantic commons of theatre, in its artic-
ulated spatial, relational and linguistic commonality, proves able to address the
complex needs of a complex society, redesigning appropriative strategies of the
public sphere and drawing individuals together in social encounters and practices;
this, however, is only possible as long as it is not exclusively identified with the
institutions which perform it, the physical structures which have hosted it in the past
two centuries, and the artistic forms in which it has been attempted to frame it.
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Public Art Today. How Public Art
Sheds Light on the Future
of the Theory of Commons

Valeria Morea

Abstract

Public art and common goods, although belonging to apparently distant realms
of inquiry, share a long history and, inevitably, an evolving meaning. This
chapter investigates the evolution of the practice of public art with the objective
to obtain a viable understanding of how the value of public art is produced today.
With a focus on the future of public art, this chapter investigates three public art
cases. The results of the qualitative analysis of these public art experiences are
interpreted from an institutional economics perspective. The combination of
public art and the theory of commons sheds light on what seems to be the most
important attributes of common goods in the current debate, that is the social
practices that constitute the act of making the commons.

1 Introduction: What is Public Art Today?

The ‘commons’ is an ancient term that dates back to about eight centuries ago with
Magna Carta and the Charter of Forests and indicates something ‘out there’, where
the common men could find a way to make a living, in contrast with the rampant
practice of enclosures perpetrated by royal and aristocratic families over time
(Standing 2019). The commons is a resourceful space, with no enclosure yet
exposed to the behaviours of differently interested users.

In such a potentially free and open space, also art can be found. Many ‘out there’
can be found in today’s multilayered society: the urban setting has placed out the
rural areas and the forests, and the digital space challenges the physical one. With
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this respect, the commons is a concept that is older than both private and public
goods. Hence, it seems worthwhile to explore it further in order to understand how
commons will look like in the future. Standing (2019) discusses public art as a
commons, mainly referring to spontaneous, non-institutional and to some extent
subversive artistic practices in public places such as street art and graffiti art. It is, in
fact, after being released in the commons that some art becomes commodified and
turned into a private good, being Banksy the epitome of such a phenomenon.
However, a look on the way public art works today shows some differences with
the type of public art we have get used to throughout the centuries.

This chapter argues that today’s public art is more similar to the ancestral artistic
endeavours than ever and that this makes it feasible to adopt an institutional eco-
nomics perspective that takes into consideration the commons as something ‘out
there’ that lets individuals play a central role in the realisation of their values. In an
attempt to understand the way public art works, this chapter endeavours to apply the
theory of commons to public art and, in doing so, it aims to go beyond the mere
categorisation of art practices in terms of static characteristics. Instead, dynamic
effects are possible to take into consideration when looking at the process that
constitutes the life of public art.

2 A Glimpse of Public Art in History

In the beginning, there was public art. In 1940, at Lascaux in France, what is
considered the very first artwork in history was discovered (Gombrich 1950). What
is even more interesting is that those mural paintings that date back to the Palae-
olithic Age, are in facts the earliest example of an art that is public (Standing 2019).
In some respects, one could say that public art is even older than non-public art. Or,
contentiously, that there is no such thing as public art at all.

With no urge to solve such a dispute, a note certainly worth reading is that over a
time as long as humanity, public art has covered different roles in history. Hein
maintains that “strictly speaking, no art is ‘private’” (Hein 1996, p. 1), mainly because
the dichotomy private versus public has changed meanings over time, and with it, the
idea that the artist is autonomous. This was hardly the case before the Renaissance, for
example, when the artists were not asked to express their artistic or aesthetic vision:
“The celebrated treasures of Greece and Rome, as well as the Christian works of the
Middle Ages and the age of the fresco that succeeded them, do not exalt the pri-
vate vision of individual artists so much as they bespeak the shared values and
convictions of cultural communities, and are accordingly to be found in those edifices
and open places where people regularly gather to commemorate those same values
and convictions” (ibidem, p. 2).

The values of the private and the public have evolved over time and so auton-
omy of (artistic) expression. The public realm was much more central in ancient
Greeks and Romans’ lives, as well as during the Middle Ages than today. During
those times, when art was generally financed by patrons and the boundaries
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between public and private were not understood as we would today, fora, statuaries,
altars or equestrian statues were genuinely public. They were “a visual form, an
anthem, or a text” that expressed “its deepest values or unify a coherent social
group”, something that today “has become a relic of romantic history” (ivi).

Beyond a distinction between private and public inspired by Habermas and
Arendt’s philosophy (Deutsche 1992; Zebracki 2013; Krause Knight and Senie
2016), art, over time, has been used as a tool of affirmation, of control and authority.
Secular and religious powers have exerted consensus and authority using art.
Facades, sidewalks and arcades were built and decorated by private affluent families
seeking affirmation (Romano 2007). Obelisks collected from ‘uncivilised’ or con-
quered cultures were arranged in wide-open public spaces to be symbols of Western
colonial power (Hein 1996).

Civic and national powers have, especially in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, expressed themselves using monuments, in a style that has been defined
‘propaganda’ public art (Appleton 2006). Art was used as a means to convey
political messages from democracies to totalitarian states. The nature of such art is
inherently public. Examples of art as propaganda are statues, monuments, archi-
tecture at large and even landscape. In Monteverde (Rome), one can find a social
housing complex whose buildings shape a fascist lettering. Similarly, Monte Pie-
tralata near the city of Urbino has been shaped to portrait Mussolini’s profile. An
Italian law states that the 2% of public investments in buildings should be allotted to
the public art project. As a result, during Fascism, some artists have felt the pressure
of pleasing the regimen with their art when financed within this law (Margozzi
2001).

Both democracies and totalitarian states have used art to express secular powers,
and by the same token, revolutions have underpinned the destruction of such art to
express a counterfactual or opposite message, as it is the case of, on the one hand,
Mexican muralism, and on the other hand, the popular manifestation of revolu-
tionary forces symbolised by the fall of totalitarian symbols of power such as
Saddam Hussein in Iraq (Arnoldi 2016). Moreover, religious powers have fostered
the arts throughout all history. Since, or even before, the donation of Sutri, the
Papacy has played the role of a secular state, one whose public expenditure in the
arts would probably make modern countries blush.

The idea that public art is something else than just art is a relatively recent one.
Spatiality has been challenged by some, who have questioned whether art needs in
fact a public space to be public. So, while the search for the ultimate definition of
public art still has to end, Cartiere and Willis have identified some key attributes of
public art. Art is public when, alternatively: (1) sits in a publicly accessible space;
(2) is of public interest with respect to the contents; (3) is used or maintained by a
community, making the case for the creation of a public place; or (4) is publicly
funded (Cartiere and Willis 2008).

Hence, it is possible to identify that what is peculiar in this context is that some
types of artistic expressions exert a special interest that has social resonance.
Concepts of place, communities, public interest, public funds deal necessarily with
the public realm. This type of art is public art. New genre public art (Lacy 1995) is
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considered to be a milestone in the history of public art. Such a new trend has put
shared values at the core of the artistic practice and, in doing so, the idea of public
art has been pushed further. This highly community-oriented way of making public
art may bear the downside of creating a new enclosure that is comparable to the
concept of ‘third place’ as theorised by Oldenburg and Brisset (1982). New genre
public art entails project based on activism, participation and social engagement,
where co-creation and directedness become a key element of a modern approach to
public art (Lacy 1995). In addition to that, the banner of public art has been also fed
by non-institutionalised forms of art in public space, such as graffiti and street art
(Bengtsen 2013). These relatively new expressions have acquired importance and
have evolved in a way that has challenged its subversive essence.

3 Three Cases of Today’s (and Tomorrow’s) Public Art

Today’s institutional public art, at least in western societies, has come to a turning
point. People do not receive one unilateral message, as it could have been the case
with monuments. They negotiate and produce meanings that directly contribute to
the value of the artwork. Moreover, the artworks are relevant insofar as they take
part in the urban fabric.

Three cases have been investigated to highlight the key elements of today’s
public art functioning. With the objective of understanding the role that public art
plays in the contemporary local context, the experiences selected are relatively
recent, being installed between 2008 and 2018, and little to no previous research
has been carried about them. The artworks belong to European capital or second
cities, so that a certain degree of homogeneity of context could be achieved. Each of
the cases, selected because exemplary (Farquhar 2012), teaches a specific lesson
that highlights how public art becomes part of the urban fabric in today’s social life
of cities. The investigation is based on snowball, unstructured interviews and
non-participant observations (Bryman 2012) carried out between spring and autumn
2019. The eight interviewees are persons who hold a stake in the project of
installation of the artworks or in the location of installation; they are two museum
employees, a civil servant, two activists, two artists and a real estate developer. The
information acquired has then been triangulated to secondary data available on
websites and newspapers.

(i) Controversy in Rotterdam: Santa Claus

Among the symbols of the industrial Rotterdam is a 5 metres tall bronze sculpture
that portraits a gnome holding something similar to a Christmas tree. The statue,
commissioned to American artist Paul McCarthy by the municipality of Rotterdam
in the early 2000s, under the advice of Sculpture International, has brought con-
troversy since the first maquette was unveiled. The statue is, in fact, the depiction of
a gnome that looks like a Santa Claus holding a giant sex toy. The composition
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symbolises the contemporary consumerist system, idiosyncratic of the spirit of
Christmas’ rush to shopping, that tricks and captures society inescapably.

The issue with the sculpture arose when its very explicit shape was unveiled. It
seemed that nobody wanted Santa Claus to be placed anywhere in town. Finally, it
was decided that the museum Boijmans Van Beuningen would host it in its
courtyard. This decision was somehow a failure: the artwork was commissioned to
be exposed in a public space of the city. The courtyard of the museum is accessible
only to ticket payers. However, the tall gnome was fated to stay there for a short
period. In fact, at that time some ferment was occurring in Nieuwe Binnenweg, a
neighbourhood not far from the museum, where a newly established organisation of
local shopkeepers was trying to revitalise the area. The spokespersons of the
organisation saw in Santa Claus an opportunity. Their goal was to make their
neighbourhood thrive, both socially and economically. They lobbied with several
formal and informal actions to get the statue placed in their area. Their argument
was twofold: on the one hand, they saw the opportunity of a new sculpture as a tool
of urban regeneration, that would bring spillover to the surrounding economy, and
hence help make the community stronger. On the other hand, the message brought
by Santa Claus was one against multinational corporation and globalisation of
tastes, consumption and production. Instead, Nieuwe Binnenweg’s local economy
was, and still is, composed of small and family business: somehow they could
embrace the same ideals of Santa Claus and certainly they felt not threatened by
them.

For three years, the shopkeepers association carried out several actions aimed at
co-opting Santa Claus in their desired location. They organised campaigns in the
shop windows, street festivals and other guerrilla actions. They used actively public
space as a resource to spread their cause and convince other people to support it. In
2008, after three years of negotiations, the shopkeepers managed to bring the statue
in Eendrachtsplein.

Santa Claus is now a ‘must-see’ of the city of Rotterdam. Locally, since the
beginning of the bottom-up endeavour of revitalisation, Nieuwe Binnenweg has
developed significantly and it is counted as the hippest area of the city today, with
real estate pricing rising and a clearly visible hipster-mania going on. On a wider
scale, the statue has not just symbolised the development and consequent gentri-
fication of the neighbourhood, Santa Claus has become idiosyncratic of the spirit of
the whole city: sardonic, pragmatic, future-oriented.

(ii) Urban Design in Barcelona: Carmela

In San Pere, right next to the Palau de la Musica Catalana, lies the iron sculpture of
a face. It is Carmela, a common name for an ideal Mediterranean beauty. It first has
appeared in 2016, as a part of a four-pieces exhibition of the Catalan artist Jaume
Plensa, hosted by Palau de la Musica. The exhibition was meant to stay no more
than four months but when the deadline was approaching, some started a campaign
to keep the statue there for a longer time. A petition was launched online by a
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resident of the area. The main argument was a very simple yet sufficient one: the
statue had been able to change the space into an agreeable, pleasant, worthy to stop
in place.

The local authorities underpinned the initiative and soon an agreement was
achieved between the municipality of Barcelona and the artist. The statue is now on
long term loan; the owner of the statue, the artist, does not get a compensation but
the municipality must take financially care of the maintenance. The impact is visible
on the narrow local dimension of the intersection where Carmela is.

Thanks to Carmela, now Placa de Luis Millet has acquired a dignity of its own.
It is now worthwhile for both tourists and locals to spend time here. The space
works differently, better, on at least two levels. On the one hand, Carmela is an
element of urban design. In particular, its base is used as a bench and interacts with
the existing benches next to it. People ‘use’ Carmela to have a break and sit down.
Eventually, the rounded shape of the bench is also conducive of social interactions.
This leads to a second level of impact. The aesthetic attributes of Carmela work as a
real device for engagement in the space.

Carmela has a very peculiar figure. In fact, its three-dimensional shape has been
adapted from the scan of a photograph. The outcome is a very accentuated 3D
effect, in which the shape of the face strongly depends on the point of view. This
feature makes Carmela highly interactive. People are curious about its forms and
get surprised to see how the image builds when walking around it. As a result, the
space is not an intersection anymore, yet it is not just a nice spot to have a break. It
is actually interesting to stay here. The new place, as Carmela enables it, entails
now necessary, optional, and purposively social activities (Gehl 1971), that can be
observed in public space.

(iii) Representation in Copenhagen: I am Queen Mary

In March 2018, the prototype of a tall statue of an unknown queen has been
unveiled in Larsens Plads, Copenhagen’s waterfront, just on the way to the
unmissable Little Mermaid. The statue depicts Queen Mary, a former slave from the
Virgin Islands, who, in 1879, triggered a revolt in the Danish colony to fight for fair
treatment of former slaves workers, uprising that eventually led to the liberation of
the Virgin Islands from Denmark.

The news from all over the globe have titled the appearance of Queen Mary as
Denmark’s first statue of a black woman, implying that the statue was a national
project. Instead, this public artwork was an initiative of the two artists Jeannette
Ehlers and La Vaughn Belle; the lack of public support explains the fact that the
statute is currently a prototype. The project originated from the artists’ dissatis-
faction for the lack of public discourse around Demark’s colonial past. Ironically,
their thoughts were confirmed by the public bodies’ renitence to support their
proposal for a monument about Queen Mary.
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Nonetheless, the artist duo managed to find the support of SMK, thanks to its
curator Henrik Holm. The museum is a rich collection of cast copies of sculpture
from the whole western history of civilisation. But the most crucial fact is that the
collection is hosted in the former warehouse where the goods imported from the
colonies were first stocked. Also, here is where Queen Mary, imprisoned after the
infamous “fireburn” was brought before being imprisoned in Christianshavn’s
prison. It is in front of this building that I am Queen Mary lies and its collocation in
such a meaningful place was possible thanks to the artists’ alliance with SMK’s
curator, who fought to obtain the concession for the sculpture to be installed here.

The presence of Queen Mary has substantiated the discourse about colonisation,
lurking in the public realm. While the space has not drastically changed, the statue
has changed various patterns of the use of the city. After a couple of demonstrations
held by far right-wing deniers against the installation of Queen Mary, the statue has
entered tour guides and it has become the gathering point of minority groups such
as Black Lives Matter Denmark, that feel now finally represented thanks to a work
of art that so explicitly tackles issues that are so relevant—not just—to them.

4 Discussion: An Institutional Economics Perspective
on Public Art

Public art has evolved over the centuries. Although the social element has always
been central in public art, from graffiti in caves to giant mirroring beans in the
metropolis, today’s art in public space has gained a new aspect, not just social,
rather relational. In fact, what seems to be peculiar of the last decades’ public art is
that its functioning implies interaction with its recipients, either free or
forced-riders.

The value of today’s public art is not entirely the message, rather the conver-
sation. Four main areas of impact can be looked at in order to interpret the selected
cases. They are the type of the initiative, the intrinsic features for the artwork, the
use of the space and the image acquired. These areas entail the virtual trajectory of
an artwork in public space that is influenced by the way meanings evolve within
them.

The type of initiative is the beginning of the artwork. Street art has, tradition-
ally, a marked bottom-up initiative, whereas an equestrian bronze is the most
sublime form of top-down initiative. The four cases belong to mixed styles of
initiative and nonetheless the ways they have been proposed and promoted still
exert a cascade of impacts on the lives of the artworks.

The intrinsic features of an artwork are connected to its artistic qualities, such
as the style, the genre, the specific meanings, and the messages conveyed, or even
the technical features chosen. Most of the times these features are intertwined.
Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc encountered problems mainly due to its intrinsic fea-
tures, namely the cumbersome size of the arc and the artistic intention that this
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choice carried, that is to change the space and consequently draw attention to the
atmosphere of the square (Balfe and Wyszomirski 1986; Kelly 1996).

The use of the space can be a consequence of the other areas of interpretation of
a public artwork. In the famous case of Tilted Arc, the intrinsic features of the piece
had huge consequences on the use of the space that was considered unbearable by
its users, so that eventually the piece had to be removed. On a general note, it can be
safely stated that the ambition of public art is to change the use of the surrounding
space. Even in the turbulent case of Tilted Arc, Richard Serra said that the artwork
meant to change the space and its removal is in fact a proof of the impact of that
(Kelly 1996).

However, the life of today’s public art is not limited to influencing its sur-
roundings. Instead, a prominent role is played by those surroundings that, on dif-
ferent extents yet inevitably, do change the artwork. The image of the artwork is to
be meant as the latest ‘result’ of the public art project and the negotiation of its
meanings. Seldom the result is to be considered definitive, being the social life of
public spaces evolutionary in nature. An abstract object of art could pass unnoticed
without acquiring a particularly large resonance, as it is the case of Søren Georg
Jensen’s abstract piece close to I am Queen Mary1. The image of artwork can
depend or influence the use of the space, it can be reflected by the nickname and can
eventually have a positive or negative impact on the urban fabric and the local
economy.

Each of the public art experiences investigated sheds light on how public art
functions today. The cases can be analysed based on the four aforementioned areas.
The installation of each artwork begins with a project initiative and gradually entails
the intrinsic features of the piece. Only once the recipients of the artwork enter the
discussion, that is, when the artworks are put on public display, the negotiations of
meanings begins, with implications on the image acquired and the use of the space
where the artwork sits (Senie 1992).

Santa Claus was commissioned by the municipality of Rotterdam advised by the
public art organisation of the city. The original intention was to enrich the collection
of public artworks of the city with a strikingly controversial piece. However, a
strong push back was given to this first intention by the public opinion.
Nonetheless, the group of shopkeepers subverted the original initiative and, along
with it, the intrinsic features of the artwork. A negotiated public artwork has
resulted after Santa Claus was installed in Eendtrachtsplein. The outcry was not so
smoothly put down, as observed by Zebracki (2012), and it took some time before
the statue was adopted by the surroundings. Eventually, such an adoption resulted
in an increased importance of Santa Claus in terms of image. It is now regarded as a
symbol of the city, due to its allusive intrinsic feature, but also because its instal-
lation coincided with the beginning of a gentrification process of the whole area.
This resulted in changes in the way the space is now used. Pedestrian flows are
redrawn around the statue, that is, included in touristic tours but also used as a

1On the same location of I am Queen Mary, an abstract, untitled marble sculpture by Danish artist
Søren Georg Jensen sits since 1979.
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reference point by many. What has started as a great controversy seems to have
turned into a clever adoption of the polemic Santa Claus by first, a group of interest,
then a local community and eventually the whole city and its touristic patterns.

In Barcelona, Carmela was introduced to a space that was no more than a
stalemate. Here, the intriguing intrinsic feature of the statue favours a playful
experience for passers-by, resulting in a mutated use of the space. Now, with
Carmela, the intersection is not a deadlock anymore. People are surprised and
engaged by the statue, and they end up staying more time in the space. Compar-
atively to Santa Claus, the relationship between the areas in interpretation is
inverted, insofar the initiative is the result of a visible impact of the installation,
initially meant to be temporary, on the space. In fact, the local community of
neighbours started a petition for the statue to remain after the end of the exhibition
of which it was a part because they could see the difference in the space. It can be
concluded that Carmela has been an intelligent operation of urban design carried
out by a visual artist.

Unlike the significant impact that Carmela has had on the use of the space, I am
Queen Mary has impacted more prominently other areas. In fact, while Larsens
Plads has not changed much in terms of pedestrian flows, the statue has had a grand
impact on the public realm at large. The initiative that has led to Queen Mary’s
installation originates from the artists’ intention to bring the topic of colonisation in
the public realm. In order to do that, they have used public space as a means to
diffuse their message, conveyed by the intrinsic feature of Queen Mary and what
she represents. The lack of institutional support did not prevent a public discourse
about Denmark’s colonial past to be triggered. The image of the statue is possibly
the most impacted of the areas of interpretation, and it goes together with the
intrinsic feature of it. Queen Mary has literally done what the lettering of the
informative sign promises, she speaks to many resistance movements and claims a
space to challenge the historical narrative.

The three experiences of public art scrutinised offer an understanding of the way
art in public space works today. Unlike the art as propaganda, beautification and
regeneration (Appleton 2006), today’s public art depends heavily on the continuous
exchange and negotiation of meanings among the art, its surroundings and the
individuals, users, taxpayers, free- and forced-riders. A further question arises after
this investigation. How to interpret the process of meaning and values creation,
simply put the functioning, of public art in a way that is comprehensive of the
contribution of all the actors of the process and at the same time applicable in
practice?

A possible answer is found in the theoretical framework of institutional eco-
nomics and the adoption of the framework of the commons. From the experiences
considered, it can be noted that the value of public art is generated socially. Art in
public space triggers conversations and shared practices (Klamer 2017), of which
the artwork is no more than an important participant. Carmela in Barcelona has
activated a space that is now convivial, sociability is favoured yet not univocally
provided by the statue. Similarly, Queen Mary in Copenhagen, has been used as a
means to substantiate a public discourse that, as a conversation, is constantly
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nurtured and challenged by the participants. Moreover, people are aware of their
relative power to start a conversation and to benefit from an existing one, as it was
the case of Santa Claus in Rotterdam.

These evidences allow for an interpretation grounded in the theory of commons
as made popular by Elinor Ostrom (1990), and the Institutional Analysis and
Development framework, but also in light of the developments of the theory that
have embraced intangibility and non-rivalry as essential attributes of cultural com-
mons (Ostrom and Hess 2007; Bertacchini et al. 2012). This is possible because of
the infrastructural features of public art, as emerged from the experiences analysed.

Drawing from Frischmann (2012), an infrastructural resource: “(1) may be
consumed nonrivalrousely for some appreciable range of demand. (2) Social
demand for the resource is driven primarily by downstream productive activities
that require the resource as an input. (3) The resource may be used as an input into a
wide range of goods and services, which may include private goods, public goods
and social goods” (Frischmann 2012, 61).

In other terms, the demand for art in public space derives from the activities, the
practices and the negotiation of meanings that the installation of an artwork implies.
Public art is, at least to some extent, an input. In the case of Santa Claus, it has
worked as an input for the development of the community and the local economy.
In Barcelona, Carmela has turned a space into a place, and this was the driver of the
collective action aimed at keeping the statue there.

This, hence implies that an infrastructure is a shared resource. And the other side
of the coin of the potential non-rivalry is that the users contribute to the resource.
As Frischmann puts it: “Users determine what to do with the capabilities that
infrastructure(s) provide. Genericness [i.e. the fact that they can be used as an input
to different downstream outputs] implies a range of capabilities, options, opportu-
nities, choices, freedoms” (Frischmann 2012, 65). This is the case of what happens
with public artworks, whose functioning depends on the genericness of the activ-
ities of its recipients, that are the city’s users. In fact, “Users choose their activities;
they can choose to experiment, to innovate, to roam freely (…) Ultimately, the
value of an infrastructure resource is realised by producers and consumers of these
outputs” (Frischmann 2012, 65). As a consequence, if these aspects are leveraged,
the opportunity of maximisation of the externalities is taken.

Art, when put in a public space, becomes part of the built environment. This
characteristic makes it comparable to Frischmann’s environmental infrastructures.
In fact, following the dynamics of infrastructural resources, the urban fabric absorbs
the artwork, that becomes an urban node (Sennett 2018). However, the role that
public art plays in the environmental context in which it is posed does not only deal
with tangible attributes of the urban experience. While Carmela, in Barcelona, has
become an urban node on a predominantly physical level, I am Queen Mary, in
Copenhagen, triggers a discourse about colonialism that mainly happens elsewhere,
on newspapers or social media and Santa Claus, in Rotterdam, has been holistically
adopted as a symbol of the city. Nonetheless, in both cases, art “stops you, makes
you think and perhaps represents something that you feel or believe” (Appleton
2006, 68). This means that art in public space, playing the role of an urban node,
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works as an intellectual infrastructure,2 defined as a cultural environment that deals
with information, community making and socialisation (Frischmann 2012). These
types of infrastructure are particular because a distinction between inputs and
outputs is hardly possible: it takes an idea to create new ideas.

Hence, acknowledging public art’s character of mixed infrastructure seems to be
useful to understand today’s public art functioning and, as a consequence, the way
it can be governed. In fact, the value of public art is generated within the process of
its ‘consumption’. The commission or the installation of an artwork in public space
is no more than just the beginning of its life. As all other goods, also artworks have
a biography (Kopytoff 1986).

This process can be interpreted as a common resource. The actors of the commons
at hand, based on the Institutional Analysis and Development framework (Ostrom
1990; Hess and Ostrom 2003 and Hess 2007, 2008, 2012), are: (1) the providers, in this
case, the artists, the government, the art institutions whose role is to provide the
conditions for the resource to exist through external arrangements; (3) the producers,
who make the commons and are the citizens, the tourists and the city users at large; and
finally (4) the consumers, who, in fact, as in the case of intellectual infrastructures and
cultural commons, are difficult to distinguish from the producers, and sometimes, they
may coincide. These roles relate to each other with a strong relation of interdependence,
that can be explained in-depth only within the framework of collective resources.

Differently than the traditional commons and some of the urban commons, a
cultural aspect here is central. In fact, the resource does not come from the land or
natural or built environment as it is the case of the traditional or urban commons.
Nonetheless, the tangible element of the artworks displayed in a physical, openly
accessible space is not to overlook. At the same time, the life of public art depends
on what happens around the artwork, and its value is produced and consumed, and
hence constantly negotiated and changed by the ‘commoners’.

Such an aspect is of interest for the scholarship on the commons. Although urban
phenomena are an integral part of the theorisation of commons, they have often been
studied as ‘enclaves’ (Stavrides 2014), hub, districts, or clusters (Bertacchini and
Santagata 2012; Bertacchini et al. 2012). At the same time, the most essential element
responsible for what could be called a ‘comedy’ of the commons, viz. the seminal
‘tragedy’ of the commons as foreseen by Hardin (1968), is the social aspect of the
commons, what Harvey (2014) has identified as an expression of the act of ‘com-
moning’. The element of sociation is increasingly recognised as the most important
feature of common resources (Euler 2018), and yet a conceptualisation of it lurks.

5 Conclusions: The Importance of Social Practices

Public art works as an urban node and belongs to its urban fabric. It is part of the
built environment and has a character of infrastructure. As a consequence, public art
today is no more—and not in a reductive way—than one element of a bigger system

2Examples of intellectual infrastructures are: basic research, ideas, languages (Frischmann 2012).
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where individuals find a vast range of good reason to benefit from the experience of
the space. The demand for public art and its appreciation are derived from the range
of capabilities and possibilities that enable and from which it is also shaped. At the
same time, it seems that the same behaviours of people contribute to others’
experiences. This process is to be interpreted as a matter of interdependence and
such a delicate balance of dynamics follows the process of collective resources.

Indeed more than the essence of a certain good, it is the way the good is treated,
i.e. governed, that makes a good a commons. It could be implied that it is possible
to enhance the value of the common resource if treated appropriately. Thus, it
seems important to acknowledge that today’s experiences of public art work in a
way that follows the patterns of commons resource. More importantly, combining
public art to the commons sheds light on the most crucial feature of the current
perspectives on commons, as founded on social practices that connect with the
urban experience at large. Since Lascaux graffiti, public art has been meant to be a
commons.

Today’s public art, and most likely tomorrow’s too, shows such a disposition
towards collective practices much more than in the past, even in semi-institutional
artworks as the ones investigated in this research. It seems crucial to recognise that
public art generates a collective resource, in order to do justice to the value of the
artwork and to re-evaluate, especially viz. the current trends in commodification and
endangerment of the commons (Borch et al. 2016; Pratt 2017; Standing and Guy
2019), the importance of people in public spaces, as contributors and not just
consumers.
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The Rocking Cradle of Creativity. Tales
of Inertia and Frictions, Cultural
and Urban Transformations, Creative
Actions

Mariangela Dalfovo

Abstract

Through the metaphor of a rocking cradle, the author describes the relationship
between cities and creativity. Creativity is intended in its wider meaning,
encompassing a range of creative activities which contribute to urban and human
regeneration and advancement. These processes often run faster than the city
itself (city inertia), both in its spatial and administrative dimension. Different
velocities of cultural and urban transformations cause frictions that can hinder
creative processes. Focusing on the city of Bologna (Italy), the chapter
highlights common challenges and potential solutions. Final remarks highlight
the general importance of co-designing, co-governance, compromise (the
“co-”paradigm), but also the specific role of people and places in governing
the balance between power, problem and solution in order to nurture cultural
commons.

1 Introduction. Culture and the City

What do we talk about when we talk about creativity? The last couple of decades
have seen the rise of creativity as a popular concept. At European level, creativity
has been seen as a means to build a shared culture while highlighting the value of
the different local identities. At the national and city level, creativity has been
regarded as a driving force for the economy, with investments made in cultural and
creative industries (CCI) and the like. Increasingly, and particularly at the very local
level of cities or city areas, creativity has in recent years become one of the
ingredients of a much needed urban and human regeneration.
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The word itself has nuanced, often multiple meanings. Some people have taken
on the label “creative” themselves, somewhat blurring the lines between creativity,
innovation and culture to the point of making others wonder if those are not just
empty words rather than fundamental concepts. The following sections do not aim
to define this word or subscribe to a specific, limited or prescriptive meaning, but
rather to tell stories and report ideas about what creativity might mean in cities, and
how it contributes to nurture and even generate cultural commons.

Creativity in the urban landscape can be about creating new values, products or
services, or inventing new ways of making them work. Culture regarded in its wider
sense is very close to creativity as intended in this discussion, be it for similarity or
input-output relation. Inertia and frictions, cultural and urban transformations,
creative actions, the challenges that people and places encounter “when things are
moving”—and above all the specific solutions they put in place and that could
inspire fellow citizens of another city—are some of the topics that are discussed in
this chapter.

“Consciously producing culture” is not limited to the production of cultural
goods or services and their placement within society, but it also means claiming a
role in the formulation of norms and values that regulate that very society (Zobl and
Klaus 2012). If we consider cultural production as a circular, and thus relational
process that involves various levels of society, we can discover pockets of culture
and creativity in unexpected places of the urban fabric. This means that citizens are
cultural producers and as such have the right, duty and power to influence the
context within which culture is produced.

Among the distinguishing traits of this process is its intrinsic dynamic status that
triggers and nurtures a chain reaction affecting the surrounding context: the pro-
duction of culture is not only dynamic per se, but it can directly and indirectly affect
city structure and life. This state of movement, evolution and transformation is all
but homogeneous. For instance, self-organised community centres, cultural phe-
nomena or bottom-up innovative services usually go faster than innovation pro-
cesses within the public administration or top-down development of infrastructures
or urban areas.

These different velocities can be recorded on different levels of the civic scenario,
but differences do not always bear negative effects. Sometimes the faster pace of
creativity in an informal or non-institutional community can stimulate innovation on a
much bigger scale, to the point of being recognised and developed by public
administrations themselves. On the other hand, there are many instances where these
different velocities cause frictions, which can hinder, stop or even reverse what begun
as positive grassroots creative processes and urban transformations.

Sometimes city governments put in place solutions to face these challenges,
which stand out as additional instances of creativity in the city. Going beyond
theory and speculations, the following sections touch on some stories of creativity
in the urbanscape. These are not presented as perfect, ready-made solutions, but
rather as specific manifestations of creativity that can and should inspire equally
specific responses to local issues and provide some more keys to the comprehension
of the current paradigm and where it is leading the world.
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In order to focus on a smaller portion of the spectrum, the examples that are used
to highlight the relation between city, creativity and urban commons are drawn
from a specific local context. Stories are pooled from the city of Bologna,1 capital
of the Region Emilia-Romagna in Northern Italy. Bologna is home to the most
ancient university in the western world and well known for its history and tradition
around participation, collaboration. The city is a fertile cradle for cultural processes
and has developed quite some actions and research2 in the topics of creativity,
active citizenship and cultural urban development.

A note to the reader. Labels, such as creativity, innovation, culture, good and
bad, are nothing but shortcuts that help people communicate in a more efficient
way. For this very reason, the final sections of this chapter are divided into shorter
paragraphs that make it easier and more efficient for readers to draw (or literally,
jump to) conclusions.

2 The City, Cradle of Creativity

Cities can be considered as specific frames of space in time: comprised of both
infrastructures and symbolic places, they are the product of local identity and
express the relation and constant negotiation between past and future. As entities in
perpetual evolution and change, cities vary through time. The spatial location,
people that live there and those who pass by, institutions and government are
elements that keep moving within the city determining its unique evolutionary path.
This means that the pace of change of the city as a whole is connected to that of its
building blocks, the interrelations among them and interaction with the surrounding
context.

Because of their specific and heterogeneous nature, cities have always been the
stage of cultural production in its manifold meaning. As introduced above, cultural
production is a circular, dynamic process that involves various actors across soci-
ety. Citizens, artists and institutions, actual and potential audience, managers and
even places themselves are involved in the production of culture. Consciously
avoiding the debate around “what culture is (and what it is not)” and adopting a
permeable and open view with regards to culture and creativity, the range of what
contributes to defining the cultural grounds of the present can be widened
considerably.

1Bologna is the seventh most populous city in Italy with about 390,000 inhabitants and 150
different nationalities. Its metropolitan area is home to more than 1,000,000 people. Source:
Wikipedia.
2In recent years the Region Emilia-Romagna has addressed the topic through extensive research.
The Report on the creative economy in the Region (ERVET 2012 and 2018), extensively analysed
regional data in order to feed into a creative development strategy. In 2019 the latest research was
published in the book Il valore della creatività. L’economia arancione in Emilia-Romagna
(Bologna, Il Mulino) edited by Michele Trimarchi. In the publication, the topic of creativity and
the city was explored by the author of this chapter (Mariangela Dalfovo “Una mappa della
creatività: esperienze e fermenti” in Il valore della creatività).
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Cities are natural attractors for ideas, new inventions, creative minds. They are
the centre of art and culture, the stage and frame where cultural values are nego-
tiated and defined. Digital connectivity, international networks and transportation
infrastructures allow cities to be extremely connected to one another and provide a
fertile ground for comparison and dialogue. However, especially in the fast and
interconnected present times, changing and evolving takes up an increasingly
significant importance, not devoid of efforts and challenges.

Urban transformations take place on different levels. There is the development of
infrastructures, such as bridges or squares, and the advancement of the “urban
software”, such as mobility systems or ways and rules for the city-user relation.
Transformations also happen in the way people interact with the city and its ele-
ments, such as service providers who adapt the shape of a service to a new need or
audience. City users themselves can be initiators of change, from the (creative,
innovative) way they use a service to proper citizen-activated initiatives. All these
different elements form an integral part of what shapes and dictates cultural and
social transformations in the urban dimension.

The never-ending evolution process does not prevent cities from being perceived
as specific or even immutable entities, from within and without. The transformation
of their tangible aspects runs at a slow pace: the time span for a square to be built,
from idea to ribbon cutting, may take well up to ten years. On the other hand,
cultural and creative processes run at a much faster pace: cities are fertile ecosys-
tems, “rocking cradles” where innovation can happen.

The image that a city conveys has very much to do with the cultural and social
sphere, besides its looks and shape. Cities tend, however, to conserve inertia. That
is, they tend to maintain their characteristics for quite some time despite generalised
or local changes in the socio-economic scenario. Cities doing well (e.g. on toler-
ance, inclusion, services, etc.) tend to retain their positive characteristics for about a
decade, while cities in decline find it takes decades to improve the quality of life.

3 Urbanauts Change (the Way They Use) the City

3.1 Socio-Economic Changes Pose New Challenges

The socio-economic changes of recent years pose important challenges to urban life
and dynamics. Increased life expectancy draws policymakers’ attention to the
ageing population and their needs; a changed job market affects the separation and
connections between life and workspace; gender equality battles reshape roles
within families; higher education levels equip the population with a widened range
of needs.

Institutional structures and grids often tend to be rather static when confronted
with needs arising from a transforming society and new economies. Much of the
change happening in cities is propelled by those population segments who are more
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likely to find themselves toggling between cultural, social, work and family needs.
Urbanauts in the rocking cradle are bound to find creative solutions to their
everyday urban life.

3.2 Altering Service Configuration. Cinenido (Bologna)

An example of an alteration in shape—in this case, of the cultural offer—in order to
improve content accessibility without deteriorating its quality is provided by the
Cineteca di Bologna.3 Through its programme Cinenido—Visioni disturbate (lit-
erally, disturbed screenings) the Cineteca opens up to a specific audience segment.
Since 2010, the programme offers morning and afternoon film screenings for par-
ents with their young children (0–18 months old), providing a full range of services
such as parking space for strollers, dim lights, softer sounds and “freedom to
disturb”, cry and nurse. If on the one hand, such service alterations need monetary
investment in organisation and resources (e.g. opening times), it is evident how the
social benefit, improved quality of life and even audience numbers outweigh the
effort.

3.3 New Nodes on the Map: Coworking Spaces

Citizens themselves can modify the urban fabric and create new content and con-
tainers. Creativity is a useful tool to make activities and products compatible with
work and life. The specific positioning of places in the urban fabric helps urbanauts
draw more effective trajectories. This shifting and moving of people and routes has
frequently contributed to the regeneration of urban areas that used to receive scarce
attention and support on the part of public administrations.

Making the most of existing infrastructures, citizens have created new nodes on
the map. This is true for coworking spaces, now a quite established phenomenon,
usually located in well-connected spots. Initially set up on the cost-efficient solution
of sharing office space and expenses, coworking spaces have quickly gained
importance in social relations, culture, community building (Pais 2016). They have
thus become hybrid places where a varied range of activities take place, including
training, career fairs, social and cultural events and even welfare services.4

Evolution is not limited to the services they provide. From functional aggre-
gators of heterogeneous workers, some of these places have naturally bent towards
specialisation (e.g. culture and creativity, IT, etc.) and evolved as an interconnected
ecosystem and even international networks. Pooling from the skills and knowledge

3Official site: www.cinetecadibologna.it.
4For instance, back in 2015 Spazio Kilowatt (now known as Kilowatt—www.kilowatt.bo.it) in
Bologna started a pioneering nursery school for its co-workers’ children. Today Kilowatt has
become much more than a coworking space and the KW Baby (www.edu.kilowatt.bo.it.) is still up
and running at the new location, where it keeps being co-developed and tested together with
parents, educators and the University of Bologna, becoming a transferrable model.
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of co-workers, some coworking spaces work almost as private companies providing
integrated creative services, from design to event management, or as tech innova-
tion labs and incubators (fab-labs, impact hubs).

3.4 Advocacy and Soft Power Change the System. Dynamo
(Bologna)

Dynamo—la Velostazione di Bologna5 provides another great example on the topic
of shared space. Their focus being green mobility, Dynamo started off offering a
wide range of services around bicycles for both local and temporary citizens (bike
parking, rental, repair shop, bike tours, relax area, etc.) and soon developed its offer
to address a wider range of city matters. Since its opening Dynamo has been both a
producer and aggregator of social and cultural events (exhibitions, parties, markets,
etc.), opening up its space to citizens and organisations.6

Dynamo started off as a dream. A group of active citizens who strongly believed
in green mobility as an answer to climate, socio-economic challenges and that, as
such, should be supported, protected and made easier for all. In 2016, Dynamo was
among the winners of an open call issued by the local government to allocate public
buildings to creative projects. Through this call, Dynamo settled in a quite peculiar
although strategically located place, a former parking garage between the train
station and the city centre.

Ideas that become real such as Dynamo can bring real change to cities. They can
influence policies, legitimise or validate the changed behaviour of citizens and help
create new, updated institutional rules. For instance, it was also thanks to Dynamo’s
support, advocacy and negotiation with the public administration and policymakers
that in 2019 the “continued behaviour” of many citizens on (bike) wheels led the
public administration to declare some Bologna streets “one-way except cycles”.7

The value and importance of these people-driven hybrid organisations in the
urban scenario is evident. Besides the leading—yet much varied—services pro-
vided, they contribute to the soft power of cities. Usually referred to nations but
extendable to cities as well, the term soft power8 refers to the ability to attract and
co-opt, rather than coerce or pay (hard power) in order to obtain the desired results.9

These organisations contribute not only to reach certain noble objectives such as

5Official site: www.dynamo.bo.it.
6In 2018, Dynamo issued a public call aimed at Third Sector organisation to share its space (as
headquarters, meeting place, etc.). From April to October it also made its space available (and free
Wi-Fi) as a study hall and coworking space.
7Paolo Rosato, Bici contromano Bologna. “Il doppio senso è sicuro”, www.ilrestodelcarlino.it,
Bologna, 15/02/2019.
8The term was made popular in 1990 by Joseph Nye with his book Bound to Lead (Nye, J. S.
(1990). Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power.).
9Source: “Soft power”, en.wikipedia.com.
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social or environmental sustainability, but also feed into what is called cultural
diplomacy: the negotiation power that a state (or city) has thanks to its composing
elements.

4 And the Cradle Rocks. Participatory Budgeting
and District Labs

4.1 Participatory Budgeting and District Labs

The examples in the previous section illustrate creative urban transformations
generated by bottom-up stimuli. However, some of this creativity trickles down—or
filters up—to the level of public administration. City governments are tied to their
citizens by a double-edged mandate that bonds them together in a two-ways rela-
tionship which should be founded on trust and responsibility. With relatively small
territories under their control and a relative freedom from central governments,
cities are the governmental level that is more open to innovation, creativity and
experimental policies.

The city of Bologna is not new to creative actions and innovation. Since 2010,
the city has promoted Incredibol—Bologna’s creative innovation,10 a region-wide
programme to support creative innovation and cultural and creative industries. The
programme provides coaching and training and issues several calls to support
innovative start-ups and the internationalisation of the cultural and creative
industries (CCIs). Through public tenders, it also manages the allocation of public
buildings to such organisations and projects (such as the parking garage which is
now home to Dynamo).

The problem of empty, unused and underused public spaces and areas is very
dear to Bologna. In 2016, the city set up a participatory budgeting process to
involve its citizens in public decision-making around strategic issues, policy
development and to re-think the use of public space in certain areas of the city.
Laboratori di quartiere (district labs, begun in 2017) are the main tool for partic-
ipatory budgeting and stand as a space for dialogue between city-community to
co-design and define the use, function and development of urban places.

In district labs, citizens suggest ideas for specific places or buildings in the area.
Proposals range from use and function to actual urban development and regener-
ation, they are discussed, developed and then put up for vote. Successful proposals
become projects that translate into actual budget lines and work plans in the public
programme. In 2017 and 2018, around 7000 citizens participated in these labs and
presented 60 projects for participatory budgeting. A total of 30,932 votes were cast
to select the 12 final projects for implementation.

10More info at www.incredibol.net/en/.
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The work-in-progress of selected projects can be monitored by any citizen
through a dedicated webpage.11 In spring 2019, one project was marked as com-
pleted and one project under construction, four projects at the stage of public
procurement for the construction works, one at the stage of recruiting the project
manager. The remaining five projects had yet to begin their route to implementa-
tion. For the third edition (2019–20) the total budget for participatory budgeting
was doubled to 2 million euros, including the additional million allocated to
activities (versus construction and development work).12

4.2 The Regulation of the Commons

Another important tool developed by the city of Bologna to foster and channel the
creativity of citizens in order to take care of the common good is the Regulation of
the Commons, also known as the Regulation of Bologna.13 The document enforces
the constitutional principle of horizontal subsidiarity,14 which establishes that
public administrations should support citizens in the development of autonomous
initiatives of collective interest. This game-changing tool allows formally or
informally organised citizens to establish partnerships (Collaboration Pacts) with
city governments to take care of a public good or provide a service of general
interest.

The Regulation represents a clear attempt to provide an administrative frame-
work for citizen-driven activities that were already happening in the city, building
on Bologna’s long history and tradition of citizens’ participation in
decision-making.15 The growing buzz around common goods is also connected
with the historic moment marked by economic crisis and cuts in public spending.
The Regulation on the collaboration between citizens and the public administration
on activities aiming at the care and regeneration of urban commons was approved in
Bologna in May 2014,16 many other Italian cities soon followed suit.17

11“Bilancio partecipativo: realizzazione dei progetti 2017 e 2018” on www.partecipa.comune.
bologna.it.
12During the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 the municipality published an update. Participatory
budgeting processes were stopped in order made those resources available for the current more
pressing challenges.
13The full text in English and Italian is available on the website of the Municipality of Bologna
www.comune.bo.it.
14Italian Constitution, art 118, par. 4.
15Entry: Bologna Regulation for the Care and Regeneration of Urban Commons at www.wiki.
p2pfoundation.net.
16The Regulation was developed with the help of Labsus—laboratory for subsidiarity, a not for
profit organisation inspired by Art. 118. Since then, Labsus has kept track of the debate, actions
and circulation of the Regulation of the commons. www.labsus.org.
17As of early 2020, 211 municipalities have adopted the Regulation, sometimes with minor
variations.
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The latest national report on the state-of-the-art written by Labsus in 2019,
counts more than 1000 recorded Collaboration Pacts across Italy18 and analyses a
sample of 830 pacts. A particularly interesting phenomenon highlighted in the
analysis is represented by the so-called “complex agreements”,19 which are those
pacts that specifically focus on the regeneration and reuse of buildings. With
construction works, multiple actors involved and higher interests at stake (and,
consequently, a higher added-value potential), it is in this sample that the most
interesting instances of creative citizens expression are to be found.

5 The Community and the Commons

5.1 INstabile Portazza: From Virtual to Real to Virtuous

INstabile Portazza Community Creative Hub,20 is an example of creative use of the
Regulation. Started out as an urban and architectural regeneration project, INstabile
soon became a “civic centre 2.0”, an informal organisation that has something to do
with entrepreneurship and everything to do with community, cooperation and social
and cultural value. Located in Savena, a residential district in the southeast
periphery of Bologna, the centre has a varied and hybrid role, aiming to be a
community-led aggregator and coordinator of community and civil society
initiatives.

The story of INstabile begins with a social street. Social streets were born in
Bologna in 2013. People started to create virtual aggregative spaces (i.e. Facebook
groups) for those living in a specific area or street. These communities often go
from virtual to real, establishing or nurturing social ties through real relationships
and social events. In 2014, in via Portazza (a street in the Savena district), people
met at a social meal had an idea: reclaiming an abandoned building to answer the
needs of the local community. The building was a former civic centre built in the
‘60s, which had been empty since 1984.

After many meetings within the community and with the public administration,
the group signed an agreement with the Municipality through the Regulation of the
commons. With the Municipality as third party guarantor, they were then able to
stipulate an agreement with the public housing agency, owner of the building.
While the owner took care of some major interventions on the building, the
remaining renovation works were done by the local community, pooling from the

18The publicity and documentation of collaboration pacts depends on local administration, the
actual total number of pacts is surely much bigger.
197.8%, 65 pacts over the total sample of 830. Most agreements focus on parks, gardens or green
space (46%), urban public space such as streets or squares (17%) and involve two parties
(public-private) for small actions of urban care. Source: Rapporto 2019 sull’amministrazione
condivisa dei beni comuni (by Labsus).
20Official site: https://www.instabileportazza.it
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skills, competencies and resources found among its members and fulfilling the core
principles on which collaboration pacts are founded.

This circular economy of resources is reflected in the governance mechanism,
where decision-makers, implementers and beneficiaries coincide. The general
assembly is supported by a coordination team who monitors projects and processes
(horizontal governance). Community meetings are held regularly and allow citizens
to suggest ideas and activities, and to participate in the structuring of the pro-
gramme. The activity programme and services offered have a particular focus
around culture, work and welfare. In 2018, INstabile’s events were featured in the
citywide Bologna summer cultural programme.

Working together, the community created a physical and relational space that
local citizens can use, populate and fill with their ideas. This new kind of places that
are fundamentally made of people are the “where” local communities express
themselves and participate in redefining their own identity—and therefore, that of
the city they are a part of. INstabile is a community centre but also an open space
for projects and ideas, keeping a steady eye to the future, yet grounded in a fertile
ecosystem of collaborations with public and private institutions and organisations.

5.2 From Spaces to Places

It is no coincidence that community experiences such as INstabile develop in urban
peripheries. Often neglected by public and private investment, infrastructure and
service development, peripheral and internal areas are where some of the more
innovative instances of change are taking place. Populated by a varied mix of
people—intergenerational, intercultural, etc.—these places are now increasingly
reclaiming their right to updated infrastructures, services and resources. They do not
wish to become a new “city centre” or hip area, but they are rather reclaiming their
dignity and purpose as places for people.

The success of INstabile and the like is connected with specific factors. Local
social capital, the knowledge and experience found among community members
(architects, engineers, social innovators), the ability to create a productive rela-
tionship with the public administration, the knowledge of administrative proce-
dures, the timeliness of the regulation on the commons. Peripheries have stepped in
the spotlight, not just asking for resources, but also increasingly providing virtuous
solutions that central areas and local government should take into account for
further development and planning.

The discourse on peripheral and neglected areas was met with an increased
interest in local development, leading to what has been called21 a new course of
social innovation. Private and public investment have shifted from assets or
buildings to the support of holistic urban solutions that comprise social and com-
munity functions, often co-produced with not for profit organisations. This has

21Paolo Venturi, È ora di inaugurare un nuovo ciclo dell’innovazione sociale—partendo dal
‘senso’ dei luoghi, 24/02/2020, www.che-fare.com.
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stimulated a shift from spaces to places, which, in turn, enables the convergence of
the relational value with the practical use of spaces.

6 Challenges

6.1 Different Velocities Cause Frictions. INstabile, Dynamo,
District Labs

However well some situations might turn out, it is undeniable that urban devel-
opment, cultural processes and public administrations have a different pace. Run-
ning across the same urban scenario, the trajectories of change sometimes
intertwine, sometimes collide: city inertia, the procedure-driven pace of bureau-
cracy and public administrations, the rapidity of cultural, creative and social pro-
cesses interact in the construction of our present and future.

In 2018, INstabile was told by the local administration that some renovation
works had to be done on the building (property of the public housing agency). With
the space undergoing restoration, INstabile’s activities were put on hold, waiting for
the assignment of a temporary space, a smaller empty public building in the area.
One year later INstabile finally got the new provisional space and could get started
on the works and adjustments to make it suitable for their purposes.

Nevertheless, INstabile is, by definition, unstable.22 Their “light structure” (not a
formal organisation) actually allows them to be resilient, adaptive and flexible—
three of the most fundamental keywords of present times. While waiting for the
new, provisional headquarters INstabile kept on developing projects that could take
place outside their space, such as a construction workshop with local university
students to build a library. And yet, because INstabile is fundamentally made of
people, being homeless for one year has made it extremely difficult to hold the
community together.23

Dynamo, the cycle-green mobility centre mentioned above, went through a
similar situation. In order to make room for some major renovation works that had
to be done on the building,24 Dynamo cleared out the affected area (event space bar,
kitchen, stage, etc.). Works should have started in late 2018, to last 12 months, but
in early 2019, the public tender was still tangled up in procedures and technicalities.
For Dynamo this delay meant a prolonged stop of the cultural and social activities

22The name INstabile is a pun, being both adjective and adverbial of place. In Italian, the word
“instabile” means “unstable”, while the phrase “in stabile” means “in (the) building”.
23As everything else, this situation became more precarious since February 2020, by the global
pandemic Covid-19.
24The construction plan was approved in 2016, and consisted of necessary interventions (such as
the heating system) on the event space, adding up to a total of 1.5 million euros co-financed by the
Region and the Municipality. (Micol Lavinia Lundari, Velostazione di Bologna, il Comune: “Il
cantiere potrebbe partire anche fra un anno e mezzo”, 15/02/2019, www.bologna.repubblica.it).
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of the event space, which affected revenues, jobs and implied an interruption in the
public social and cultural service.

As opposed to the natural flexibility of informal organisations like INstabile,
structured organisations25 have more tangible downsides. Given the uncertainty
around when works would actually start, in early 2019, Dynamo launched a
crowdfunding campaign to rebuild the event space and temporarily resume its
activities. The space reopened in May 2019, while construction works began in
September 2019. Over the course of 2019 Dynamo not only resumed social and
cultural events, but it also reinforced a thriving public debate around the commons
and the role of administrations in nurturing or hindering a sustainable and
responsible management.

Participatory budgeting and district labs have their own challenges too. The
implementation of projects selected in the first edition (2017) only started in 2019.
It is no surprise that the route from idea to reality in the public sector is slow and
full of procedures. What this means for citizens is that expectations are not met in
the short term. The doubling of the budget for the third (2019–20) edition with one
million euro allocated to activities might represent a reaction to the problem. With
activities (festivals, exhibitions, courses, events), the lag between idea and reality is
much smaller than with construction works. This can absolutely be read as the
public administration’s response to its own slowness.

6.2 The Dark Side of Active Citizenship (Plus Some Good
News)

Recent years have seen the development of debate and actions around active citi-
zens. Dynamo, INstabile, the Regulation and district labs belong to this process.
With active citizenship increasingly considered as a miracle cure for deteriorating
urban and social landscapes, horizontal subsidiarity26 can become a double-edged
sword. While it allows citizens to act upon a public good or provide a service of
public interest, administrators might sometimes be led to think that they can del-
egate regular day-to-day urban care or take citizens actions for granted across time.

This flawed approach to active citizenship could thus become an obstacle: on the
public administration side, to recognising the necessity of supporting these cultural
processes, on the side of those very cultural processes, to striving and fighting for
their own economic sustainability (and freedom). This also ultimately feeds the
misleading paradigm of creative and cultural processes being the output of vol-
untary actions carried out for one’s own pleasure and in one’s own free time, thus
“free” from any sort of monetary valorisation or compensation.

25As a legal entity, Dynamo is a cooperative organisation with 20 + employees. It provides an
essential mobility service to both residents and tourists.
26Horizontal subsidiarity is the constitutional principle that regulates the relationship between
government and citizens to take care of common goods and services, which is further articulated
by the Regulation on the commons.
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The recent Italian reform of the non-profit sector27 (Riforma del terzo settore,
law 106/2016) actually tries to address these issues by regulating and restructuring
the sector and setting standards, indicators and boundaries that organisations must
comply with in order to fall under the Third Sector Reform umbrella. There is a
thriving debate in and around the so-called third sector, as many organisations
(including those driven by active citizens) do not fall under the public or the
commercial sector. These organisations, often operating in the social or cultural
realm, are driving a new paradigm, where “common interest” is associated with
“economic sustainability” rather than just with voluntary work.

The third sector is a fertile ecosystem where new ideas, skills and professions are
being developed. Grassroots instances of creativity based on the two core concepts
of community and place can build relevant answers to local needs. Working at the
core of what is deemed most “valuable”—art, culture, society, urban space, etc.—,
they often take common assets and concepts (home, school, factory, community,
district, etc.) and return them to the community. Taken apart and freed from
bureaucratic boundaries,28 these assets are reframed through new social and cre-
ative purposes that respond to true community needs.

7 More Frictions and Some Grease

7.1 Causes on the Podium: One, Two, Three

The previous sections have outlined some stories of different velocities in the city, if
self-organised citizen initiatives are virtuous examples, city governments must also
do their part in nurturing these processes. Among the innumerable reasons that
hinder the development of bottom-up, citizen-driven experience, there are three
main causes. From the more evident to the deeper (and thus less visible) they are:
(1) financial and human resources (how much/how); (2) the lack of managerial
figures in the public administration; and (3) the priority of culture and creativity in
political agendas.

The lack of financial and human resources is usually the first that comes to mind.
Although scarcity of money and personnel does prevent the public sector from
running fast enough and keep up with cultural processes, pointing fingers to the
mere amount of resources can be an easy excuse not to address real issues.

27The reform involves more than 300,000 associative, cooperative and voluntary organisations, as
well as more than six million volunteers, gathering them (i.e. associations, foundations, social
enterprises, philanthropic entities, voluntary organisations, etc.) under the common status of
“Third Sector Bodies”. The Code for the Third Sector harmonises the bodies’ characteristics and
activities and establishes a national Register. The reform pushed the organisations to be socially
and economically sustainable and has a strong focus on accountability (towards all stakeholders,
including sponsors and communities). Many smaller organisations will probably be wiped away,
whereas larger organisations will have to adjust and make important choices.
28Paolo Venturi, ibid.
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The deeper challenges around resources are related to soft aspects (how budgets are
managed, skills and competencies) rather than mere quantitative or hard factors
(amounts of resources).

The lack of experienced managers within the higher ranks of public administration
is linked with the “process” dimension highlighted above (how versus how much)
and earns the second place. The public engine needs project managers, resourceful
people capable of making strategic choices at the right moment and carrying them on.
People with hands-on experience, ready to take risks and with a mandate linked to
clear and measurable objectives, with knowledge of bureaucracy and procedures but
above all packing people skills and the art of mediation and compromise.

This cannot really be possible without political backing: the key to unleashing a
culture and creativity-based revolution lies with the top levels. The position inno-
vative cultural and creative intentions and actions get on political agendas is the
number one reason for which innovative experiences are subject to frequent hic-
cups. It is not only about mentioning culture, but specifically about what priority
level culture and creativity are assigned in political agendas compared with the rest.
Attributing high priority often requires making choices that might be risky, and
sticking with them.

All in all, the true challenge lies with people. Many of the glitches in urban and
human development processes lay in what could be called the bureaucratic and
procedural evolution of guilt—a most ironical overlap of illuminist-inspired structure,
socialist-derived control and catholic-inherited morals. The Bologna examples out-
lined above could be successful also thanks to a visionary (even though perfectible)
public policy centred around culture, welfare and sustainable mobility. Courageous
politics is not so easy to find, and always bears some room for improvement.

7.2 The Third Way Through the Threshold of the Future

The holistic or “combined” approach (top-down meets bottom-up) is a recurring
mantra among scholars and policy experts. This has proved to be absolutely right:
there can be no true paradigm shift if grassroots experiences are not met by insti-
tutional efforts and public policies. This is not limited to the recognition or
acceptance of such grassroots practices, but it needs to translate into targeted public
policies that nurture existing experiences and allow new ones to grow. It also means
compromise, investment, risk and sacrifice.

The bottom-up side should be more sympathetic to the other party. Public
administrations are often unprepared to provide relevant answers and generate
adequate responses to innovation. This grey area could actually make room for
negotiation and discussion to innovate the existing technical tools in order to
facilitate access to common goods and to redefine the concept and idea of sus-
tainability, measuring them on co-designed objectives.29

29Filippo Tantillo, Quando i margini assediano le città: i nuovi centri culturali stanno cambiando
la provincia profonda, 17/02/2020 www.che-fare.com.
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The encounter between bottom-up and top-down, between public and private, is an
important node in the analysis and potential solution of frictions. The commons are
known for their power to blur the clear-cut division between public and private and
give birth to new hybrid ways, such as public goods managed by private organisations
in the public or collective interest. All these grassroots experiences that populate cities
and peripheries get to a point where, in order to scale up their cultural, social and civic
value, they need to be properly processed and understood by the system. This can only
be achieved through a productive dialogue with institutions and infrastructures.

Like public administrations, private organisations and individuals (e.g. artists
and professionals) are also often unable to address and manage this delicate tran-
sition towards integrated solutions. Crossing the threshold from the present to the
future paradigm can be made easier by the intervention of third parties who put
aside personal or professional interest in the name of the public good. This is a call
upon public servants, mediators or external organisations who can act as facilitators
in this process towards a better future for all.

8 And There Is Hope. An Attempt to Drawing Conclusions

8.1 The Managerial Turn

Good news. A paradigm shift in people’s minds is taking place, even where one
would least expect it. In the public administration, some cities (such as Milan in
Italy) are appointing managers recruited in the private sector to executive positions.
The managerial approach introduced in public administrations enables a quicker
implementation of projects to the benefit of citizens and their expectations. Being
appointed by the local government, their mandate is usually limited in time, often
project-based and almost always changing with a change of flag.

If regular administrative-nominated executives run at a slower pace and pay the
price of a procedural approach to project management, they can, on the other hand,
ensure more continuity in time. Is this a dilemma between swift and temporary
versus slow and steady? There is no right answer, but there are attempts to find
different shades of grey. In recent years, Bologna and other municipalities intro-
duced flexible hours and telework for their employees and started to test a project
and objective-based approach to work streams.

8.2 Space is the Place30

As seen through this chapter, one of the main issues or friction-factor around urban
cultural commons is related to space. As introduced at the very beginning of this

30Disclaimer: the paragraph title does not refer to jazz composer and musician Sun Ra’s
Afrofuturist science fiction film released in the 1970s.
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chapter, the spatial context is a fundamental element of the cultural production
process, together with the interaction of the different actors across society. This is
also true for urban transformation processes, which can be considered as cultural
production themselves. The management of public space and the allocation of
public buildings are, therefore, crucial subjects in the political discourse, regulation
and innovative practices.

Most cities are aware of the importance of public space and the different pace at
which processes, policies and the city itself run. How fast is the cradle rocking?
How can it keep up with what is inside? City governments often find new ways to
manage these processes and bypass their internal limits. The issue of priority levels
does not only lie with the political agenda, but also with individual departments
within the administration and what they feel needs to be prioritised. This is why the
call for third parties, mediators and facilitators is fundamental even within
administrations themselves, where they should act as translators, coordinators and
guarantors of the public good.

8.3 New Tools Foster Cooperation on Cultural Grounds.
Laboratorio Spazi (Bologna)

Besides political and administrative priority-setting, the Regulation of the commons
and public-tender mechanisms for the allocation of buildings to cultural projects
have shown their limits. Bologna, initiator of the Italian “revolution of the com-
mons” through the first steps that brought to the Regulation, is on the front line to
find more effective and sustainable solutions. In 2019, the city’s Fondazione per
l’innovazione urbana (Foundation for urban innovation) started a new project,
Laboratorio spazi, which brought together cultural organisations to discuss the
topic of public space and how the limited number of available buildings could be
managed in a more efficient way.31

The Laboratorio Spazi started out with an internal analysis to appraise the
existing administrative tools for space allocation and management. The second
stage consisted of individual and collective consultations with cultural actors and
civil society organisations aimed at developing new and better tools. The result was
a new experimental procedure for building allocation. Instead of relying solely on
the traditional application-selection process, selected candidates are called to pre-
sent their project ideas to the group of fellow applicants and invited to formulate
joint applications for the final selection.

This assembly works as a sort of co-designing platform, inspired by processes
that spontaneously take place in grassroots organisations, social and community
centres (such as INstabile). The process is coordinated rather than imposed from
above and members have the freedom to choose if and with whom to join forces.
This tool works towards a more efficient use of scarce resources through the

31More info on the project on the website www.fondazioneinnovazioneurbana.it and in the 2018
report Per una nuova politica degli spazi a Bologna. Laboratorio spazi, Bologna.
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promotion of the “co-”paradigm. Co-existence, co-governance, co-programming
and (more often than not) compromise are values that push cities in the right
direction, working together in the name of a higher, common interest.

8.4 Common Good, Common Wellbeing

Urban commons also mean common wellbeing. The efficient and smooth running
of public administrations, combined with a more managerial approach and an
attitude to taking risks, often prove rewarding in the bigger picture. Cultural and
creative processes that are born in cities can and should affect the management of
the city itself, and should also be less strict with public administrations, who will
continue to be tangled up in bureaucracy and procedures for the foreseeable future.
Third party entities or individuals could be the catalyst of a true paradigm shift,
taking both cultural producers and public administrators by the hand and helping
them through the threshold between past and future.

The growing multitude of grassroots practices is a positive phenomenon, but in
order to be scaled up and lead to diffused change, it has to be understood and
digested by the system. By no means, this has to happen through radical change or
value abdication, but it does mean that some experiences will have to change and
grow and gain more structure in order to deal with hard institutional procedures,
standards and times. Having the right credentials to dialogue or even partially
“entering” the system gives them more chances to change it from within.

The regulatory function of the public sector is fundamental, especially in this
process (even though incompetent people do exist and they must be confronted).32

A well-thought and coordinated process is what makes it possible to adjust the
trajectory of the present and re-frame processes and experiences: from the sum of
individual interests to a higher collective interest.33 This is the true and only cure to
tackle the procedural evolution of guilt that cements the barrier to taking relevant,
innovative, visionary, creative choices (and risks), on the part of any actors—public
and private alike—across and beyond every urban level.
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Public Space: Mapping the Physical,
Social and Cultural Accessibility
for the Creation of Urban Commons

Lidia Errante

Abstract

The focus on accessibility is a primary concern in the field of public space, as a
right to be guaranteed by and for all the actors involved, both public and private.
The objective of providing a good standard of accessibility can only be achieved
through an accurate understanding of the physical and social conditions of public
space: on the one hand, studying the socio-spatial dynamics; on the other hand
through a desirable renovation of the design know-how, making accessible to
administrations and designers the necessary knowledge needed to positively
improve the success of urban transformation actions.

1 Introduction

Accessibility (noun) is defined, by Cambridge Dictionary as: the fact of being able
to be reached or obtained easily; the quality of being easy to understand; the quality
or characteristic of something that makes it possible to approach, enter, or use it; the
ability to reach or enter a place or building.1 The present time is marked by different
forms of exclusionary dynamics that make the contemporary city socially and
physically inaccessible. In this sense, the claim for accessibility can be considered a
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major form of resistance from the erosion of the public realm, a shared value of the
debate on contemporary public space and urban commons. The assumptions of this
contribution are, in fact, that urban commons and public space are the two faces of
the same coin, having a comparable socio-spatial structure, from which it is pos-
sible to improve the liveability, vibrancy, efficiency, health and safety of the city.

The role of public space has been widely acknowledged in the cultural debate as
a mean to pursue quality goals within the urban transformation, with positive effects
on the physical, environmental, social, cultural and perceptual level (De Capua and
Errante 2019). Public space is the physical place of urban experience, in which and
thanks to which, the transformations and contradictions of contemporary living take
place and can be studied in the interaction between subject (individual or collective)
and object (space and/or all the tangible elements that articulate it). These
dynamics, defined as socio-spatial, are implicit in the primary infrastructural
function of public space to connect the urban environment and to host the flows of
people, goods and services (Ibid.). In this perspective, the common sense giving to
public space as “design of the soil, drawing, embellissement, greenery, attribution
of meaning to the void between the buildings” (Gregotti 1993, p. 2), cannot satisfy
the renewed social and physical potential claimed for the contemporary city.

For more than a decade now, the UN documents have outlined the operative
framework to reach urban sustainability and liveability, in light of the exponential
increase of the population. Indeed, the UN claims for an institutional, regulatory
and cultural review of urban planning to improve the access to services and to
economic and social opportunities. In the future, planning and urban transformation
tools will have to: monitoring and evaluating the performance of the city; provide
for a certain degree of informality in the phase of urban expansion and management
(subtracting this space from the dynamics of the market); aim to increase the level
of democratisation of decision-making processes to increase citizens’ awareness of
their social and economic rights. The UN Word Urbanisation Prospects (UN 2014),
confirm the need to address the principle of sustainability, equity and democracy,
opening the debate to the understanding of the role of public space in this per-
spective. Within the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals, public
space is acknowledged in the 11 Goal—Sustainable Cities and Communities,
Target 11.7 that aims “by 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and
accessible, green and public spaces, in particular, for women and children, older
persons and persons with disabilities” (UN 2015, p. 22).

Within the next paragraphs, the issue of accessibility will be discussed from an
urban perspective, questioning: how the activation of commons can collaborate to
create a robust and accessible, physical and social infrastructure of public spaces?
How to guarantee a certain social, physical and cultural accessibility within limited
administrative and financial resources? How the communing process can become
an asset to improve the social and physical relevance of urban public space?
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To answer these questions:

• public space and urban commons will be compared with respect to the literature;
• the issue of the commoning process will be addressed as an opportunity for the

governance and the management of public space;
• socio-spatial dynamics will be investigated according to the need of monitoring

and study them, in order to gain knowledge on the everyday life use of public
space and empower local communities and local bodies;

• urban transformation practices will be explored towards a holistic perspective, to
understand how quality goals can be translated into actions able to reshape
public.

2 Public Spaces of the City: Between the Social
and the Communal Meanings

Nowadays, the concerns on public space and on urban commons dominate the
cultural debate, as well as the political agendas. The uprising interest on these topics
can be justified on the basis of the increasing process of commodification of cities,
leading towards a new model of public management. David Harvey argues that
such “recent revival of emphasis upon the supposed loss of urban commonalities
reflects the seemingly profound impacts of the recent wave of privatisations,
enclosures, spatial controls, policing and surveillance upon the qualities of urban
life […] and the potentiality to build or inhibit new forms of social relations (a new
commons)” (Harvey 2012: 67). Next to the neoliberal critique, a powerful intel-
lectual and social movement is claiming their power over the control and the
decisions about urban transformation, in order to guarantee greater access of urban
space and resources for all urban inhabitants (Foster and Iaione 2016: 283).

There is no doubt that urban commons and public spaces share the ground of the
same sociocultural debate. Stephen Carr defines public space as “the stage upon
which the drama of communal life unfolds” (Carr 1992: 3). From this perspective,
the publicness of public space is enhanced by the presence of life that is communal,
collective and shared between individuals that are simultaneously the actors and the
audience of this drama (Errante 2019). At the same time, we have to acknowledge
that urban public spaces and urban commons are not necessarily the same thing.
A first distinction can be made in terms of participation, in fact, while in public
space the citizens are passively involved mainly in leisure or optional activities, the
commons suggests a direct and active use and maintenance of the space. Public
space, as a common good of the city, can be considered a commodified space which
plays a collaborative role with state and market, “crucial for capitalistic develop-
ment” (Harvey 2012: 72). On the contrary, we can talk of urban common when a
public space or a public good is triggered by a political action, when “social forces
appropriate, protect, and enhance it for mutual benefit” (Ibid. 73). In this sense,
David Harvey recognise the struggle over the balance of interests and actors that
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participate in the production, the access and the regulation of public space and
public goods (Ibid.). If public space has to be triggered, i.e. if some kind of
bottom-up sociopolitical and sociocultural interest is required, it is equally true that
public space in itself is a social product (cf. Lefebvre). The Lefebvre’s spatial triad
assumes that public space is constructed within three main collaborative dimensions
that represent a scale, a way to shape space, its specific tools and the actors able to
use them. The representations of space—or how it is conceived—refers to how it is
actually used as a bi-dimensional or tri-dimensional mean by professionals and
planners; the spatial practice is related to how space is perceived through its design,
its physical configuration; representational space is how the space is lived and used
by the inhabitants, including cultural, political and intangible elements. (Lefebvre
1991). These considerations let us believe that it is a more convenient attempt to
understand the analogies existing between public space and urban commons, rather
than drawing a clear line to separate them.

Within the definition provided by the Nobel prize-winning Elinor Ostrom,
commons are those communal goods and services whose property is not referable
neither to public authority nor to private corporations, and can be identified on the
basis of three elements: the common or collective property; the commoning attri-
bute, as something depending on human decisions and activities; the autonomy
from the market or state forms of management (1990). In this respect, a common is
an object of collaboration, an activity carried out by people and a form of man-
agement and ownership (Bollier 2014). Some “value practices that are alternative to
that of capital […] are interlinked by commons networks” that “imply a plurality of
people (a community) sharing resources and governing them and their own rela-
tions and (re)production processes through horizontal doing in common, com-
moning”2 (De Angelis 2017: 10). In this respect, public space can be considered as
a common-pool resource, something in which the community has a strong implicit
or explicit interest into (Ibid.). On the other hand, can be also considered the needs
of “urban reformers [that] are looking beyond the state […] to make claims on
urban resources and city space as a commons […] as a way of resisting the pri-
vatisation and/or commodification of those resources” (Foster and Iaione 2016:
284).

In a broader perspective of “city as a commons” in which public spaces are
indeed a collective resource, make a better use of the built environment needs a
tangible effort in terms of urban improvement, which also imply the need “to
provide a framework and set of tools to open the possibility of more inclusive and
equitable forms of city making” (Ibid.: 285). As citizens, our material dependence
on the capitalistic system “aimed at accumulation and profiteering” is the main
obstacle to prove a real interest in the quality and quantity of resources that we use
—and waste—in terms of biodiversity, social reproduction or in general, rhythms of
life, work and production (De Angelis 2017). On the level of urban transformation,

2“[…] social systems whose elements are commonwealth, a community of commoners and the
ongoing interactions, phase of decision making and communal labour process that together are
called commoning”. De Angelis 2017: 11.
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private, public and collective interest, which usually may collide, can be har-
monised in the understanding of the many shared needs, as well as in the mutual
goals to achieve. As Foster and Iaione argue, horizontality, collaboration and
polycentrism are the principles able to “reorient public authorities away from a
monopoly position over the use and management of common assets and toward a
shared, collaborative governance approach” in which the state has the role of
facilitator (Ibid.: 289–290).

Another concern of this contribution is to understand what scalar, physical and
functional properties public space and urban commons share. First of all, the
cityscape. According to the perspective proposed by Foster and Iaione, the urban
environment in itself, the man-made “urban landscape” is, in fact, the production of
multiple layers of meaning and uses, it is habitat, home and place, tangible and
intangible landscape “shaped and reshaped by the inhabitants that are drawn to
them and the interaction among them” (Ibid.: 295). As already mentioned, the
problem of resources consumption is not secondary within the urban history,
especially nowadays, where we assist at over-consumption and over-congestion
phenomena of rivalry use, for instance of land property rights. In this sense, land
use and zoning regulations may have prevented over-consumption, reducing the
potential rivalry in the use of urban space (Ibid.). On the other hand, this kind of
regulation can be criticised from many angles, if we consider that squatters, an
abusive and informal settlement that continues to be the only choice for many
underprivileged citizens that are not in the position to get into—or are for some
reasons excluded by—the formal housing market. Sometimes, in extreme cases, the
illegal and unregulated consumption of land respond to a life-or-death priority
needs that do not meet the ideal principle of fair distribution of resources, since
those who are forced to act against the law are, in fact, exactly victims of the failure
of that system. Another perspective of critique may be found in the many reasons
blamed of the decline of public space. The zoning regulations has been the main
means to pursue a rational city form, according to functional and capitalistic
principles solely devoted to production. Such a mechanism has led, as a conse-
quence, to the social and spatial fragmentation of many contemporary cities.3 Such
phenomena has compromised the spontaneous practices of territorialisation
(Madanipour 2003), and the transformative process from space to place (cf.
Norberg-Schultz 1980), “destroying the integrity of the individuals, isolating them
from society and depriving them of any defence” (De Carlo 2013: 66), now labelled
in formal categories (Sebastiani 2010: 238–239).

The disconnection between the two key elements of urban dynamics—
society/space—has an impact on the decline of public space, worsened by the
political inability to deal with the issue at the urban scale. As David Harvey argues,
the “scale problem” carries analytical concerns that require very careful evaluation,

3Cities have been transformed by way of highways and automobiles in order to let people spread
and circulate all over a territory, superimposing a traffic infrastructure over a socio-spatial one,
regardless of what they spread across or at what cost is kind of approach has determined a
fragmentation of public space as a whole, seriously affecting pedestrian mobility, accessibility and
interfering with the many social, cultural and recreational activities of everyday life (Errante 2019).
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since “as we jump scales, so the whole nature of the commons problem and the
prospects of finding a solution change dramatically” (Harvey 2012: 69). For
instance, it would be a mistake try to translate the collective organisation of
small-scale solidarity into a global solution, that should be necessarily be incor-
porated into a hierarchical form (Ibid.: 70). Pivoting on Harvey’s definition,4 we
can assume that the shared ground among commons and public space rely on the
combination between the social and the administrative spheres.

For the purposes of this contribution, the erosion of public space and public life
can be seen as an obstacle to the flourishing of a bottom-up interest or, on the
contrary, the very incentive to gather a community around a common interest. In
general, urban public spaces can fit into the definition of common-pool resource. In
the perspective of Foster and Iaione (2016), public space is revived and qualified by
its being relational, which can lead to different phenomena: on one hand, it is a
precondition for knowledge exchange and social capital accumulation; and on the
other hand, it can be crucial to its decline, due to its over usage. The authors refer to
such phenomena as the “tragedy of the urban commons” which arises as a result of
weakly or poorly regulated space in terms of public control or management that
may degenerate to the decay of the space due to the conflictual presence of different
users and uses (Ibid. 299). In these terms, public control is not to be intended as a
call for over-secure, militarised space, which rules of usage are imposed by
restricting municipal ordinances. Also, the management of urban public spaces not
always imply the presence of a private actor, who is in any case limited by public
norms in order to prevent any physical or social enclosure phenomena. In this
sense, collective, bottom-up, or simply public-private involvement in the man-
agement of urban public spaces allows to distinguish a commodity from a common
good, in the absence of a mercantile relationship between the actors involved
(whether they are public or private) and the presence of a strong community
behind it (Fig. 1).

3 Accessibility: A Multifaceted Concept

In order to further investigate the issues of public space and common goods, a
terminological examination can clarify some nuances of the concept. Among the
many features, Common goods and Public space share the etymological status of
being a “twofold character” (De Angelis 2017). In respect of the common goods,
Massimo De Angelis put together the substantive ‘goods’, in terms of objects that
have a social and use value, next to the adjective ‘common’ to underline the plural
value of such goods, exacerbate the meaning of common goods as “use value for a
plurality”, something that “satisfy given socially determined needs, desire and
aspirations” (Ibid.). In this sense, the definition of public space can be way too

4Commons is defined as “an unstable and malleable social relation between a particular
self-defined social group and those aspect of its actually existing or yet-to-be-created social and/or
physical, environment deemed crucial for its life and livelihood” (Harvey 2012: 73).
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Fig. 1 The faces of the residents involved in the redevelopment of a square in the Ciutat Vella, in
the district of El Born, Barcelona, ES (2017). Credit: Lidia Errante
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challenging, considering the origin of the two latin words spatium and publicus. In
the first instance, ‘space’ means being open, the indefinite place in which all the
material thing are contained, their physical and proxemic configuration, the object
of perception by each individual and a modality of representation and organisation
of the everyday reality. The adjective ‘public’ refers, instead, to the quality of
something being accessible, common to those who belong to the community of
citizens, that can liberally use it or participate in it. In this terms, the publicness of
public space is related to the citizenship, a condition that can reveal the possibility,
for a public body, to deny the access to that space to whomever not belong to that
specific category of citizens. Limitations on the use of urban spaces can be pursued
in the attempt to repress, or suppress, habits and behaviours excluding certain social
categories, like for instance indigent people, beggars, homeless, squatter or buskers
(Mitchell 2003; Nemeth and Schmidt 2011).

Due to this complexities, Public space is a common-pool resource that ideally
belongs to the definition of “open access commons” and also comfortably fits in the
meaning of “limited access commons”5 of the city. The main assumption of this
paper is, in fact, that the trait d’union between public spaces and urban commons
lies in the concept of accessibility, intended here in its holistic, multifaceted
meanings. In this sense, the paper assumes that:

• The infrastructure of public space is the social, political and physical dimension
of urban commons;

• Accessibility is a mean for the intersubjective use of space;
• Any transformation of the space, whether formal or informal, involve urban

design;
• Physical, social and cultural implications of accessibility within the urban

environment need to be studied individually and in their mutual interrelations.

Given these premises, the contribution will address the issue of accessibility
through a relevant literature review. In the first place, Németh and Schmidt define
accessibility as the overall quality of space that allows all the possible activities and
opportunities for interaction and encounter (2011), a necessary basis for the attri-
bution of social and civic significance to a place due to its importance within the
everyday life. Uses, functions, activities, or more generally the opportunities that
the public space offers ranges from the exercise of democracy to other passive
recreational activities (cf. Marcuse); encourage interaction, thanks to certain
abstract features of variety, flexibility, permeability and/or authenticity; allow the
unexpected, immediate, unplanned uses (Németh and Schmidt 2011); support social
cohesion—conceived as a sense of trust, cultural, economic and social wealth, that
distinguish a community (Venturini and Graziano 2016). Following this logic, the

5Public goods are “open access”, non-rival resources, as highways, transportation systems, public
schools, etc., which access is guaranteed by their very public nature; the “limited access” commons
can be considered as private spaces accessible for those who have the right (property right or
membership) in order to protect a specific resource (cf. Foster and Iaione 2016: 293).
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ideal public space is, in fact, a potential commons waiting to be activated. This
condition of catalyst for social activities can be—or have to be—supported by the
tool of planning and urban design, as well as by political and administrative
choices. In this respect, within the whole discourse on the decline of public space
and the arising of urban commons, accessibility has a main role, sometimes hidden
between the lines, and certain dynamics seem to be more significant than others. In
the following sub-paragraphs the implications of accessibility will be discussed
from different angles, from the perspective of governance and management; urban
design; social perception and awareness.

3.1 Accessibility and Management

Governing—and maintaining—commons within the urban environment, saturated
as it is by capital investments (Huron 2015), in a contemporary phase of eco-
nomic crisis and rolling back of public responsibility for funding and managing
infrastructure, parks and public spaces (Bradley 2015), is a great challenge.
Assuming the city as a commons, its governance and management appear as
complex as the urban system in itself, in terms of individuals, cultures, institu-
tions, laws, buildings, spaces and services. In respect of Public space and
Common good, a tangible difference pertains to the modality of governance and
management, in which the clashing interests of the public (intended here as the
governmental bodies) and the private are clearly visible. Ostrom’s perspec-
tive (1990) on natural-commons resources, can be applied to the whole urban
contexts, considering Urban commons as new—or rediscovered—model of col-
lective or public management of resources in the form of a social institution, to
address political claims or to supply services that neither the market nor the State
is providing to the population. The literature distinguishes the ‘neighbourhood
commons’ (cf. Hess 2008), understood as local resources managed by their own
community. To the last category belong community gardens, street-open markets
and in general urban public spaces, as well as squatter houses, housing cooper-
atives and gated communities.6 Given that heterogeneity, urban commons are not
to be merely considered as a third kind of property next to the public and the
private. Sheila Foster assert, indeed, that “collective management regimes in the
urban context thus come to resemble a type of hybrid solution that is peculiar to
its context, in part because of the government’s existing regulatory and ownership
role over the resources” (Foster 2011: 71).

Public space plays a central role in urban transformation policies, becoming an
object of interest from both the public and private sectors (Madanipour 2005). In
this respect, the commoning process and the social right at the core of it, are equally
attractive as a market opportunity or may become a market niche, if not entailed

6The case of ‘neighbourhood commons’ are the closest to initial assumptions that public space is
the physical and social extension (in this case, the neighbourhood) in which commons may be
activated, and require a ‘contextual definition’ of the concept.
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within a protest or a civil disobedience practice. Also, ‘social innovation’ and
‘social entrepreneurship’ projects can, indeed, be useful for public administrations
and private actors to overcome the scarcity of economic resources (Ibid.). One
answer to that rivalry can be to impose a new and flexible scheme of government
control on the public space (Foster 2011). In the public/private dichotomy,
David A. Super suggests as the private property and management of a resource can
provide an undeniable degree of security, like a “form of insurance against certain
kinds of threats to that individual value” (Super 2013: 1793). Similarly, the con-
ventional bourgeois concept of public sphere proposed by Habermas, as an abstract
space between society and the state, appeal for a corpus of private subjects that
come together to discuss issues of public or common interest (Op. cit., 1962,
Mazzette 2013). This position, which is exclusive of other unofficial or interstitial
forms of public, is the basis of the “ideal legislation” around which the public and
private agents operating on space (cf. Fraser 1990), by limiting the use of urban
space in the attempt to inhibit behaviours that could undermine the order and the
control imposed by the rules (Mitchell 2003; Nèmeth and Schmidt 2011).

Németh and Schmidt (2011) assert, regarding the private management of public
space, that three main aspects have to be considered to prevent negative effects on
accessibility:

• The access rules set by the private person in charge of the management of the
space do not always deal with the public interest or the community needs,
sometimes limiting the freedom of speech and protest;

• Private spaces can act as a marketing device for advertisements and brands, and
their access can be restricted to unwanted subjects;

• Security, considered as freedom from crime against the person, is the main
concern since September 11, and frequently used as a pretext to justify the
previous points; it can be also observed that, in the face of a considerable and
widespread increase of security measures on public space, these have actually
increased the perception of insecurity of users.

In this terms, the private versus collective property right struggle within the
commons can be seen in the perspective of private versus public access to urban
spaces and services, considering the many options in terms of collaborative man-
agement, identify the right groups of users and rule of uses in order to achieve an
horizontal cooperation within “public and private instrumentalities” (cf. Ostrom
1990). In fact, as Sheila Foster emphasises with reference to the case of New
York’s, in periods of reduced oversight and management by local governments,
neighbourhood public spaces and urban parks have been perceived as “unsafe,
dirty, prone to criminal activity and virtually abandoned” (Foster 2011: 96). In
reaction to that emergence and as a direct response to what she called a “regulatory
slippage”, residents invested and mobilise resources to restore, maintain and pre-
serve such spaces, becoming the so-called “Friends of [Park X]”, often assisted by
local governments in terms of technical assistance and training (Ibid: 96–97).
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In leisure, as well as in the management of public space, the role of the local
authority is shifting from being a provider or even a commissioner of services, into
a partner which subsidises and facilitates social businesses.

Such consideration on collective management of urban space, whether is public
or common, is a key premise to frame the complexity of factors and actors that can
undermine the accessibility of a place. On one hand, the property regime, on the
other, the agents in charge to regulate the access, may be able to set the rules of
access and use to a place, its functions and activities—public, private or com-
mercialised—as well as its physical transformation.

3.2 Urban Design Process Between Access and Accessibility

Addressing the issue of accessibility in relation to urban design is quite a tough job,
most of all to avoid the misconception that accessibility in public space is solely
related to the issue of architectural barriers. Of course, everyone needs for a better
street to walk or bike the way to the workplace, car-free roads on which kids can
safely go to school, and the right design choices can guarantee such requirement to
the urban population. On the other hand, to address also the claim for more green,
vibrant and inclusive public spaces, the tools of urban design have had to overcome
their physical ray of action, embodying socio-spatial features like the design of the
everyday life activities and the understanding of a community symbolism. For the
purpose of this contribution, urban design is intended, in a more holist perspective,
as a “design process”, a collaborative work that “joining-up environments and
places, professional and other actors with each other, with communities, and those
who wish to invest” (Carmona et al. 2003: 290). This is a necessary clarification, in
the whole discourse and in the specific issue of urban design, because of the key
importance of public and private actors within any action of urban transformation,
whether bottom-up. In the first place, for the long-term sustainability of the action
in itself and on the other for the essential role of support that administrations and
professionals can provide. Of course, this also implies that dialogue and compro-
mises can be found and continuously experimented in many ways, always in the
spirit that a well-designed and accessible public space is also the one that provides
access to urban public service (Fig. 2).

Within the built environment, urban design can be a very successful tool to
address social and physical accessibility, providing a variety of opportunities to
people and enhancing the quality of living (Pasaogullari and Doratli 2004).
According to Project for Public Spaces, NY (2000), public space accessibility
depends on the degree of visual and physical connection to the surroundings, but
also aesthetic features have to be considered in relation to the attractiveness a place.
Also, Pasaogullari and Doratli (2004), assert that accessibility in public space is
related to features as: the location of a place, its proximity and travel time; the
physical and functional characteristics of street and transportation type; physical
and functional properties in general; characteristics of comfort, safety, cleanness,
maintenance and shelter; activities and facilities that attract more people and
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increase social interaction. In a more condensed perspective, a research conducted
by Matthew Carmona and Filipa Matos Wunderlich on London public spaces,
explore the idea that a successful design (and space) should tend to be: Evolving;
Diverse; Free; Delineated; Engaging; Meaningful; Social; Balanced; Comfortable;
and Robust (Carmona et al. 2019).

From another angle, it is interesting to notice that many cities have witnessed a
position shift from an agnostic/managerial perspective to a role as an advocate for
public space investments, increasingly for social reasons, producing efforts directed
on the quality of everyday spaces in respect to (Carmona et al. 2019):

• the provision for pedestrian space within the city;
• safety measures for cycling routes;
• new and diversified recreational and leisure opportunities;
• the provision for outdoor spaces to support processes of densification (or to

balance highly densified urban areas).

In this respect, can be mentioned several relevant international scenarios, able to
explain this perspective in different times and context:

Fig. 2 Flows of pedestrians and cyclists cross the road safely in Amsterdam, NL (2018). Credit:
Lidia Errante
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• Copenhagen and the case of Public Life/Public Space Studies and Strategies;
• Curitiba and the emergence of Urban Acupuncture;
• Bogotá and the urban mobility paradigm;
• The Tactical Urbanism approach;
• The experience of The City at the Eye Level in Rotterdam.

The first three experiences are mainly municipal-based, and have produced real
multi-scalar paradigms of action replicated all over the world. In each case, the
issue of urban mobility is central to the whole discussion, increasing accessibility in
pedestrian routes removing physical obstacles, opening space for more walkable
and safer streets, and providing more people with access to public transportation
services. The following, last two practices, are instead more oriented towards a
bottom-up perspective.

Copenhagen and the PL/PS Studies and Strategies.

The case of Copenhagen is pivotal, as the main paradigm that have triggered the
contemporary debate on public space, started in the late 1960s. Between the 1970s
and 80s, the city experienced a phase of profound urban renewal in which public
space has a central role within the revitalisation of both central, residential and
post-industrial peripheral areas. Indeed, Copenhagen is a pioneer in this field, as the
first city to adopt an explicit public space advocate regime in 2006 (Carmona et al.
2019). Despite the economic crisis of 2008, the city made extensive public
investments in the design, construction and maintenance of public urban space win
the framework of the ‘Metropolis for People’ policy, mainly based on the theory
and methodology of Jan Gehl (Ibid.). Gehl Architects was consulted by the
municipality to develop the policy within three main goals: more urban life; more
walking; and more people to stay longer (Ibid.) eventually achieving what now we
know as Public Life/Public Space Studies and Strategies. On one hand, PL/PS
Studies and Strategies deserve to be approached on a methodological level, pre-
cisely because of its widespread on a global scale.7 On the other, it is also inter-
esting to mention how the city administration has progressively shifted from this
paradigm towards a “more iterative and co-creative process” (Ibid.). The so-called
Gehl Method analyse the socio-spatial dynamics starting from the assumption that
Public Space is every place of the city where public life is (Gehl 2011). On a
methodological level, the central role of the individuals is the fil rouge of the whole
process, entirely based on the understanding of the habits of citizens in public space
through a systematic investigation and documentation of public life. Through a
“look and learn” approach, the aim is to build a more understandable picture of the
city that can be used as a political and operative tool, with the intention to improve
urban liveability. The Method, also, begins and ends in the critical observation of

7The method is so well-known all over the world, that it was adopt for the Time Square
transformation in New York City as well as for other urban renovation in the United States as San
Francisco, Denver, Pittsburgh and Lexington. For Latino America and Caribbean Islands, it was
also released a guidebook to instruct administrations on how to encourage the use of bicycle and
evaluate the whole process of implementation.
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public space: in the first phase to understand how it is configured and which human
and non-human actors, formal and informal features, tangible and intangible
characters to consider for the definition of transformation strategies; eventually to
evaluate the results and the effect of such transformation. Indeed, the PL/PS Studies
and Strategies are conceived to provide feedback to decision-making processes as
an integral part of the planning or design processes (Gehl and Svarre 2013). The
interaction between public life and space is highly unpredictable and cannot be
analysed through fixed and immutable categories: at the same time, Gehl and Svarre
suggest that a targeted study, however simple, may produce enough information to
guide the process of urban transformation (2013). With this purpose, the method-
ological structure of PS/PL Studies and Strategies is replicable, adaptable to dif-
ferent urban contexts and according to further variables and necessity. Socio-spatial
dynamics are: observed, in respect of the habits of people and according to the
specific physical qualities of the studied space; interpret, identifying problems or
potentialities; compared and benchmarked, in reference to other similar context,
cases or best practices; and eventually translated into standards or quality goals,
thanks to which elaborate and propose the proper strategy of transformation. The
data collection is performed through direct and empirical approaches, making the
method very close to micro-sociology. The extensive production and use of data
make the results to be readable and understandable by public and private organi-
sations, and easily translated and incorporated into policies. Within the ‘Metropolis
for People’ such a method was used to “emphasises the provision of attractive
public spaces and measurable objectives for their performance” (Carmona et al.
2019: 244). Despite the many positive results, the current adopted policy ‘Com-
munity Copenhagen’ is focused on “creating possibilities for citizens to become
more engaged in the design and maintenance of public space and to develop urban
life activities in the public realm” (Ibid.: 244). This new phase on urban transfor-
mation is, indeed, devoted to the urban experience rather than on the esthetical
appearance of the space, probably accounting the many critiques over the city
branding approach to “cosmetically address the greater issue within cities […] do
little more than speeding up the gentrification of older areas” (Koch and Latham
2017).

Curitiba and Urban Acupuncture.8

The case of Curitiba is one of the first examples of radical contrast to urban
homologation processes. At the end of the 60s, the city was recently the capital of
the state of Parana, with an increasing population. The instruments of transfor-
mation to support this growth would have transformed Curitiba according to the
ideal model of Brasilia or São Paulo, extending the road infrastructure towards new

8The main references consulted for this section of the paragraph are: Lerner (2014). Urban
Acupuncture. Washington DC| Covelo| London: Island Press; Adler (2016, Maggio 6). Story of
cities#37: how radical ideas turned Curitiba into Brazil’s ‘green capital. From The Guardian—
Cities: https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/may/06/story-of-cities-37-mayor-jaime-lerner-
curitiba-brazil-green—capital-global-icon; Hernandez and Casanova (2014). Public Space
Acupuncture. Actar.
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and extended mono-functional areas. These forecasts, included in the Agache Plan,
never came true, on the one hand, because of the lack of financial resources able to
support the extreme infrastructural transformation of the city, and on the other hand,
because of the opposition of the residents in the face of the feared destruction of
entire historical areas. This “emergency” had the power to gather the urban com-
munity around the theme of the future planning of Curitiba and its conscious
development. This “emergency” had the power to gather the urban community
around the theme of the future planning of Curitiba and its conscious development.
Since 1964, the Institute of Urban Research and Planning of Curitiba (IUPPC—
Instituto de Pesquisa e Planejamento Urbano de Curitiba) elaborated the new
Masterplan together with a team from the Federal University of Parana, led by a
young Jaime Lerner, architect and planner, future mayor of Curitiba three times
from 1971 to 1992. The idea of the new masterplan was to give main priority to
pedestrian transit and public transport, instead of vehicular traffic and to integrate
the flows according to the daily life activities of the city, focusing on economic
ways of transportation serving the most disadvantaged section of the population.
These aims have been pursued through:

• The hierarchisation of the main traffic routes structured according to a trinary
system that directed the flows in five main roadways that crossed the city;

• The design of an Integrated Transport System based on fast transport throughout
the territory and a differentiated line—called Interbairros—that interconnects the
districts and terminals without passing through the historic centre;

• The metropolitanisation of surface public transport with the creation of the BRT
(Bus Rapid Transit) system, which connects the south and north axes with the
centre.

These actions allow the pedestrianisation of entire areas of the historic centre,
which are designed according to the principles of occupation of urban voids and
architectural and functional diversification, with a focus on services for citizens and
the creation of new large parks and the restoration of historic buildings. The
small-scale of the planned interventions and the progression of their individual
development has led to the definition of the Urban Acupuncture approach, meaning
the precise strategy of starting from a single intervention as an engine for the entire
process of urban transformation. UA, in fact, is based on small actions of urban
transformation, ephemeral interventions on public space, considering the city as a
place for people. In this sense, wide space is given to the design of the activities
within public space, forecasting the opportunities to create the right context for
something to happen: from local markets to festivals to pieces of public art. This
approach overturns the typically modernist and economically unsustainable concept
of extensive top-down control of interventions, without being able to predict or
govern their outcomes. The principles of Urban Acupuncture are inspired by the
European ideals of public space, and in particular, by the approach of the PL/PS
Studies and Strategies.
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Bogotá and the Transmilenio.

At the end of the nineties, the city of Bogota was defined “unregulated, dirty and
unattractive” (Rhinehart 2009), because of its ungovernable scale. The continuous
population growth at that time was not supported by an adequate transport network
capable of connecting the outermost residential areas to the centre, resulting in
urban segregation, pockets of crime and widespread illegal building and forcing
people not to live in urban space for fear of criminal reprisals (Ibid.). In this
complex context, it was crucial the political effort of the two mayors who alternated
from 1995 to 2003, Antanas Mockus and Enrique Penalosa. Both placed the civic
engagement at the centre of their agenda, with particular emphasis on the proactive
role of young people to counteract feelings of cynicism and apathy (Ibid.). This
mission was translated into the Culture Ciudadana campaign, encouraging citizens
to expose problems and possible solutions. The promotion and the dissemination of
the campaign basically took place in public spaces, where events, happenings and
participatory activities were being organised to gather information on the level of
citizens’ satisfaction. On the other hand, the profits from the battle against cor-
ruption and tax evasion have made it possible large investments on the improve-
ment of public spaces, parks and the road network, implementing pedestrian and
cycle paths with the aim to regain the human scale of the city (Ibid.). The
TransMilenio system is a hybridisation between the surface metro and the bus, and
runs along a fast lane separated from the car traffic. This has facilitated the design of
safer pedestrian routes and crossings, and has dramatically contributed to the
decrease in fatal car accidents, air pollution levels and fossil fuel consumption, as
benefits related to the promotion of public transport use (Ibid.).

Another key issue is the direct engagement of citizens within the design process.
In the above mentioned experiences, the well-being of the citizens are the main
concern but their involvement is, in fact, mainly indirect and integrated within the
analysis of the socio-spatial context and the validation of the results. Citizens are, in
other words, used as a litmus test. On the other hand, the analytical and method-
ological structure elaborated within such municipal-based experiences, due to its
open-source approach, has been further experimented and adopted within
bottom-up and DIY urban transformation practices. According to Bradley (2015),
DIY practices for urban transformation is occurring in tandem with the contem-
porary crisis and the rolling back of public responsibility for funding and managing
infrastructure, but the recourse to such practices can have a strong educative role for
both professionals and the collectivity, and also useful to public authorities as well.
In the perspective of the creation of urban commons, another opportunity related to
such learning-by-doing practices is the construction of practice open-source man-
uals, developed in a peer-to-peer relationship and shared by everyone to address
self-management commons (Ibid).

Tactical Urbanism.

Founded by Mike Lydon and Anthony Garcia, the Tactical Urbanism movement is
based on the will to develop a guide for urban transformation, acting on a wide
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range of urban scales. On one hand, the goal is also to inspire, empower and engage
citizens, urban designers, land use planners, architects and policymakers to become
key actors in the transformation of their communities. On the other hand, trans-
forming squares and reimaging parking spaces as temporary places for the com-
munity. The intention is also to gain public funding and municipal support to make
these actions permanent and effectively reshape the city. Tactical Urbanism aims at
the re-appropriation of the city spaces through the elaboration of practices and
actions that mobilise a counter-intuitive method. “Recognise the dysfunctionality of
the norms, procedures and conventional tools of urban planning” can be challenged
“the inefficiency and unsustainability of the onerous […] mega-projects and
long-term transformation scenarios of Plans as the only tools and factors of
development (development, not growth) of cities” (Bazzu and Talu 2017: 18). The
involvement of citizens is achieved through workshops, focus group, talk, online
forums and questionnaires, public discussion and, eventually, practical DIY actions.
Indeed, the motto “Short-term Actions for Long-Term Change” expresses the
overall objective of Tactical Urbanism to act through “low-cost and short-term
micro-projects as tools to ensure and promote the quality, accessibility and usability
of the city” (Ibid.).

The City at Eye Level and STIPO.

The City At Eye Level (CAEL) is a network of professionals from different dis-
ciplines, led by the design group called STIPO since 2012, and united by the goal of
producing knowledge about the physical nature of the city and public space as
perceived by the human eye. The project is a partner of UN-Habitat, Project for
Public Space and Gehl Architects, and closely collaborate with city administrations.
The starting point of CAEL’s research work is to study the relationship between
buildings and the street section in Dutch cities, considered a key reference point for
the naked-eye’s perception of the city (STIPO 2016, 2017). In particular, the
ground floors at the street level can be considered a particular form of semi-public
space included in the public realm, according to Gehl’s concepts of passive and
active facades (Gehl and Svarre 2013). In this perspective, CAEL analyses the
different types of “plinths” in relation to their specific functions—retail, commer-
cial, social, leisure, residential—and identifies three level of intervention—building,
street, context—in order to better plan the action. On the basis of these concepts,
STIPO has activated numerous placemaking processes in collaboration with other
design groups. One of these relevant cases is the ZOHO project in the Zomer-
hofkwartier district of Rotterdam, defined as a Climate Proof District that imple-
ments and integrates the Climate Adaptation Strategy applied to the neighbourhood
scale with social innovation initiatives. The strategic programme of the area has
been developed by STIPO and De Urbanisten, with the aim to provide safety
measure for the area, exposed by a high risk of flooding during heavy rain events,
through the design of a new public space (Fig. 3). The whole decision-making
process started by a deep analysis of the climatic conditions of the area, parallel to
the laboratory and participatory activities carried out with the inhabitants of the
area. In the very genesis of this project, has been put to the test the value of
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inter-institutional and trans-disciplinary synergy of all the actors and tools involved
to pursue the strategy. The first step was the realisation of the Benthemplein
watersquare, the square designed by De Urbaneisten, but many other pilot projects
were started thanks to the participation of the municipality, in the dual role of
facilitator and co-financer of the interventions. The first positive effects are already
evident in the new development of the area, north of the Centraal Station, where the
presence of very wide railways and viaducts cause a major obstacle to reach the city
centre. Indeed, this issue has become the subject of a further public space project,
among which the Luchtsingel Bridge, by ZUS, the largest public infrastructure in
the world to be financed mainly by crowdfunding (Fig. 4).

3.3 Social Accessibility and Urban Life: Between Knowledge
and Awareness

The many connections between public space, urban design, accessibility and the
activation of urban commons are very difficult to retrace in a coherent discourse, and
of course, many nuances and key references may be lost in the attempt. On the other
hand, some partial conclusion can be outlined, especially in relation to accessibility
and the potential positive social impacts. Of course, the aim of accessibility in public

Fig. 3 Benthemplein watersquare, by De Urbaneisten. Rotterdam, NL (2018). Credit: Lidia
Errante
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space have to be related to the different perspectives of private, public and/or col-
lective agents which, to some extent, can be harmonised within the urban design
process. Also, as the above mention experiences have proved, urban design and
public space can be used as means to visualise and give materiality to problematic
situations, make them more perceivable and communicable to larger publics,
inhabitants and visitors (Susser and Tonnelat 2013). Indeed, within a research-based
approach, two main outcomes can be distinguished: the physical, tangible actions,
necessary to the urban transformation and the analytical results. In a dissemination
perspective, such analytical results are the necessary knowledge base to inform the
citizens, which have—and strongly claim—the need and the right to be informed,
educated and aware on their urban context, in order to be engaged. The central role
of people in the decision-making of urban transformation does not necessarily imply
participatory practices, opting instead for socio-spatial analysis that may result in
small-scale, people-oriented, solutions of real common sense. Such an approach also
helps to establish a trust relationship between public administrations, professionals
and citizens, that consequently support the social cohesion and the collective effi-
cacy9 of an urban transformation. Another element to consider is, in fact, the
widespread sense of disaffection by civil society and institutions, or more generally a
loss of civic sense (Sitte 1953; Jacobs 1992), that can be recorded since the
beginning of the capitalist urbanisation era, when the provision of public space was a
mean for development and accumulation processes (Lefebvre 1991, 2003; Harvey
2012). In this respect, the efforts put on collective, collaborative, mutual supportive
forms of management can be also seen as a claim for a more democratic access to
resources, as well as both a social and individual empowerment, depending on how
these communities are open to public participation. Of course, as Sheila Foster
asserts: “the creation of a commons is directly connected to a shared willingness of
the residents to be involved on many levels, including to maintain effective social
controls in the community” (Foster 2011: 86).

In other words, accessibility is the overall quality of public space, crucial for the
perception of the urban experience, and is a right to guarantee in order to “provide,
by 2030, universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible green and public
spaces…” (UN 2017). Such a goal can be pursued on the physical and the social
dimensions, separately and together, but it is on its cultural dimension that acces-
sibility may be appreciated. That is, the degree of interest and proactive attitude, the
social involvement and awareness, the willingness to participate, revealed within a
community to take part in the transformation. This, of course, implies an effort on
behalf of administrations and professionals to create the conditions for this to
happen, acknowledging that this is not always a smooth process, but read the
context and trigger a collaborative process may hopefully lead to the creation of
commons—and their sustainability over time.

9Management and design issues are crucial because “a lack of collective efficacy is highly
correlated with the existence of social disorder in public spaces, enforced by violence or threats of
violence. Violence in particular (or the fear of it) can prevent or impede the development of
productive social norms and the collective efficacy necessary for neighbours to maintain effective
social controls in their community” (Foster 2011: 86).
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Fig. 4 Luchtsingel bridge by ZUS, Rotterdam, NL (2018). Credit: Lidia Errante
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4 Maps, Topographies and Protocols: Tools to Spatialised
Social Data

The process of commoning is, in other words, ‘a social fact in space’ as Maurice
Cerasi (1976) would have said. In this sense, represent and spatialise the everyday
life activities can be crucial to develop a strategy of knowledge, to devise a radical
critique of traditional urbanistic models and their contradictions and to develop a
science out of the understanding of urban phenomenon (Alves dos Santos 2014).
Experiences such as those mentioned above, proves the need to overcome the
fragmentary analysis approach typical of the industrial-based urbanistic tools,
towards a socio-spatial attitude that can reveal processes of differentiation, seg-
mentation, commodification and/or segregation within the urban environment
(Ibid.). In these terms, retrace and highlight such social, cultural and economic
dynamics in space is a mean to understand rather than control them. Bordieu (2018:
161) asserts that the city space is both physically and socially created, as “the
distribution in space of different sorts of goods or services and also individual
agents and physically located groups and endowed with opportunities for appro-
priation of these more or less important goods and services”. The author further
notes that “it is in the relation between the distribution of the agents and the
distribution of the goods in the space that the value of the different regions of reified
special space is defined”. (Ibid.). According to that, the scale is again a key issue to
consider, because it identifies (and defines) the class of users most economically
and socially dependent upon the resource and who thus have the most incentive for
collective action (Foster 2011). Also, in order to understand and spatialise
socio-spatial dynamics, have to be clarified: the aim of the study; the needed tools;
the actor involved; and the expected outcomes. In this paragraph will be explored
the result of the doctoral research10 conducted by the author and discussed in 2019,
which aimed to formulate an interpretative, evidence-based and socio-spatial tool
for public space, to support public administrations within policy-making and
strategic goals for urban transformation, giving to them an independent source of
information about the urban socio-spatial dynamics. The objective of this research
starts from the assumption that most of these analytical tools, as well as those
mentioned in the previous paragraphs, are not directly accessible without the
mediation of particular consulting firms. On the other hands, as in the case of the
‘Gehl method’, the open-source methodological approach allows it to be partially
replicable.

Understand the complex and ever-changing urban dynamics and translate them
into spatialised data implies an interpretative effort, also considering the inevitable
expected result to “implement the demand for a right to the city” within the
“democratic forms of the design process” (Marcuse 2009). The aim of the study is

10The Doctoral research to which this paper refers to is: Errante (2019), Qualita  dell’abitare urbano
—Un modello interpretativo per lo spazio pubblico, ‘Mediterranea’ University of Reggio Calabria,
Department of Architecture and Territory, Doctoral Research in Architecture and Territory—
XXXI Cycle. Tutor: Prof. Alberto De Capua.
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to develop a critical approach, an “evaluative attitude towards reality” that uses
questioning in order to understand the world and “critically expose” the opportunity
of a potential change (Ibid.). The ‘critical theory of urbanism’11 of Expose, Propose
and Politicise, is a suitable structure to analyse the flows, experiences, practices of
daily life within which people “develop the potential of the existing urban society”
and use this knowledge to “inform the future course of such practice” (Ibid.).
Mapping the socio-spatial dynamics in public space is particularly important in
order to identify trajectories or patterns of behaviours that can variously overlap,
criss-cross one another, move from a point in the space to another one. Also, in the
words of Katz (2001) “producing topographies and countertopographies can be a
way not only to reimagine a politics that redresses the toll of globalisation, but also
actually being to build a practical response that is at once trans-local and strate-
gically focused”. Topographies are defined by Katz as proper political and ana-
lytical tools that can be used for a detailed description of the reality, mapping the
position of the elements in the space at every geographical scale.

The interpretative model has been conceived to study the socio-spatial dynamics
according to the methods suggested by the international cultural debate, in order to
be:

1. socio-spatial, paying equal attention to the typological-formal architectural
aspects and to the social ones linked to the dynamics of use and to the conditions
of urban democracy;

2. political, to be a design-oriented tool to support the physical and social trans-
formation of the built environment and the improvement of the quality of urban
life;

3. qualitative, or quali-quantitative, in the techniques used;
4. flexible, so that it can be adjusted to the changing needs of urban living and

contemporary public space;
5. informative, supporting the cultural debate and the experimentation of inclusive

forms of design, management and programming of public space.

On a methodological level, the interpretative model is divided into three phases
—Observation, Evaluation and Benchmarking—structured to be consecutive,
concatenated and collaborative. Each phase is associated with the appropriate
qualitative-quantitative, subjective and/or objective, direct and/or indirect
data-collecting tools to gather information on the physical and social attributes of
the public space. On a practical level, the model is targeted at local public

11The ‘critical theory of urbanism’ consists in expose, propose and politicise. Expose means to
evaluate the existing system in its potential and its weakness, understanding the nature of the
phenomena and the dynamics of previous fractures or crisis, in other words, “analysing the roots of
the problem and making clear and communicating that analysis to those that need it and can use
it”. Propose means set strategies, targets and desired results, planning the work, make proposals,
programs, demonstrating “the need for a politicized response”. Eventually, politicize is conceived
as “the political action implications of what was exposed and proposed” supporting the
arrangements of the work by an informing action. This implies on one hand a “day-to-day politics”
and on the other involving media and academic institutions (Marcuse 2009).
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institutions, with the aim of providing a solid knowledge base to address, suggest
and guide the formulation of quality goals and processes of urban transformation.

Observation

Provides data on the physical, social and cultural configuration of public space, in
the past—according to historiographic and bibliographic sources, documentary
tools, photographic, audio and video—and the present—mapping the physical and
social attributes that configure the space. During this first phase, techniques of
direct and empirical analysis are used several times during the day and the week,
possibly with different climatic conditions, to record any change in the use of the
space. The tangible and intangible characteristics of the space are then analysed and
compared to the closest surroundings, to the role of the community and in relation
to relevant events for the city. Its proximity is then observed in relation to the
space-time relation with the main activities, places of interest and connection
infrastructures, in order to define any disjunction of the system of public spaces and
in general the quality of physical accessibility. The collection of all these infor-
mation are summarised in two different documents: the diary of the observation,
with comments and notes on the habits and uses of public space; and the beha-
vioural maps, in which are noted the position and the action in space of each
individual and group that was found during the observation phase.

Evaluation

Provides information on the objective and perceptual quality of public space
according to five macro-indicators such as inclusion, relevance, attractiveness,
comfort and safety, independently investigated with the assessment of objective and
subjective sets of sub-indicators, scored from 0 to 3 used direct observation and
interviews.12 The objective and subjective sub-indicators correspond to each other
in terms of subjects, weights and scores, allowing to highlight any discrepancies
between the technical and perceptive evaluation for each indicator and
sub-indicator. Among the subject of the evaluation are considered factors such as
the social and functional mix of the space; its accessibility and safety, both physical
and social; the presence of third spaces or commercial activities; the quality of the
physical elements that articulate it; the variety of sub-spaces; the sensory com-
plexity; the presence of elements of architectural or landscape value.

Benchmark.

Provides a framework of potential actions to support the elaboration of strategies,
quality goals, intervention and/or transformation priorities, according to the emer-
gencies detected by the results of the evaluation. For this purpose, the research
provides the structure of a database that collects and organises the possible actions,

12The main reference used to define the evaluation phase, in its methodological structure; in the
weights and measures of the indicators; in the method of representing the results; is the following
research work: Mehta (2014) Evaluating Public Space, Journal of Urban Design, 19: 1, 53–88;
Mehta (2007) A Toolkit for Performance Measures of Public Space, 43rd ISOCARP Congress.
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best practices and case studies that can constitute an adequate knowledge base. The
analytical categories selected are technical execution, management and program-
ming, as tools of a design process that encompasses the main steps of public space
transformation.

The results of the model, in the succession of the three phases, are eventually
summarised in a final report, which can be a form of dissemination for the benefit of
the community in order to support a good public debate, thus increasing the
knowledge and the awareness of citizens on urban issues. The model and the
analytical phase can be completed within four weeks, and can be repeated over time
to report any change in the habits of the citizens or to monitor the outcomes of an
urban transformation project (Fig. 5).

5 Conclusion

The concept of the city as a commons suggests a wide sharing of the resources for
the benefits of the inhabitant, particularly the disadvantaged, addressing the many
and complex issues of urban inequalities (Foster and Iaione 2016). The driven force

Fig. 5 The schedule of the phases developed over the four weeks
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needed for this to happen may come from the administration as well as the
urbanites, implying in both cases a political effort and a strong involvement. In all
events, a strong action with long-lasting impact needs to be framed within a
knowledge-based structure, to facilitate:

• the identification of key points in which to experiment innovative transformation
or management actions;

• the retrieval of economic, professional and cultural resources needed to involve
the interested actors and agents;

• planning the sustainability of the action over time, to ensure its survival.

These considerations are equally valid whether it is a bottom-up or top-down
action, considering the commoning process as an intermediate step in the
decision-making, as a smooth shift from the administrative to the collective com-
petences. This transition can be facilitated in the clear understanding and the right
distribution of roles between the different urban agents according to the objectives of
an urban transformation strategy. In this respect, the activation of commons is not to
be considered as a panacea for all urban diseases. In fact, as Foster and
Iaione (2016) emphasise, commons can be used for many purposes: to increase the
private wealth of single households; as a stock of resources that can be used to more
fairly distribute social and economic resources; to improve the quality of life (and
also the value of owned assets); to improve income and find or create jobs. Defi-
nitely, the shared amenities and the social inclusion fostered within a commoning
process can be jeopardise by the economic results of the increasing value of housing
and properties, which may attract private investors. Instead, carefully planning the
sustainability of a commoning process towards a “makerhood13” model, can orient
the efforts in the increasing of economic inclusion and urban liveability, using the
reclaimed public spaces for people to learn skills, obtain access to job opportunities
and social services (Ibid.). To do so, local administrations and policy makers have
the key role to encourage this actions, providing spaces and distributing economical,
professional and philanthropical resources to support the development of a long-term
plan. On the other hand, local administrations have to be properly equipped with the
right toolkit in order to achieve this complex tasks and fulfil their role of facilitators.

Many recommendations may be considered in this sense: Foster and Iaione
(2016) suggest the “co-city” protocol, developed and experimented in five cities in
Italy so far, is articulated in three main phases: mapping, experimenting and pro-
totyping; Gehl Architects propose their method of Public Space/Public Life Studies
and Strategies, experimented all over the world (Gehl and Svarre 2013); or maybe
the City-Protocol proposed by Vincente Guallart for a Self-Sufficient city, which
also involves environmental and energy sustainability. In any case, mapping,

13«The concept of “makerhoods”—urban planning and economic development strategy that seeks
to unleash micro-entrepreneurs to strengthen communities through natural and affordable
live/work accommodations—embodies this mix of inclusive, affordable, and shared space in
which people can earn a living and still sustain themselves while establishing small
businesses» (Foster and Iaione 2016: 341).
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spatialise, visualise the urban issue is a necessary step to develop knowledge base,
enabling tools to put together public and collective efforts. Participated processes,
co-design practices, public debates, have all in common their position within an
intermediate or final phase of the decision-making, or should I say, it very hard to
verify their ideological continuity within the whole process. What this contribution
suggests—in particular regarding the proposal briefly explained in paragraph 5—is
that, especially nowadays, it is necessary to equip each city with tools for the
analysis, the interpretation and the monitoring of the built environment and the
socio-spatial dynamics, in order to support the urban transformation within inves-
tigation, strategies and actions, to achieve physical and social outcomes.

This can be realised by implementing the resources available to urban centres,
which offer a perfect framework for this purpose, as the case of the city of Bologna
has proved; establishing public space observatories would facilitate the creation of a
structure to support public administration, taking charge of the dissemination of
content and the training of facilitators in urban communing processes; professional
bodies could also train architects and planners on the principals of the new urban
design process14 aimed at activating urban commons. In Italy, there are virtuous
examples as the Observatory for Municipal Goods, in Naples and Bologna, whereas
in other municipalities have only been adopted the common good regulations and
the following lists of eligible goods. The absence of a comprehensive—national as
well as local—mapping of the eligible urban commons preclude the opportunity
understand them in a relational perspective, to each other, to the territory and to the
claims of the community. Furthermore, it appears to be a widespread practice in
Italy to associate urban common good with property confiscated from crime
organisations, left unclear why other forms of urban property cannot be included.

All things considered, it is tangible that the city is not only an object of perception
and enjoyment, but the product of the transformation of countless actors who can
change and control the urban structure, its details, its growth and form, in a con-
tinuous succession of phases (Lynch 1960). In this sense, urban design, as a process,
it is to be considered as an integrated activity, which scale is also the infrastructural
one. Therefore, urban design has to overcome the physical sphere, becoming con-
taminated by the ethical one to address values such as urban democracy and social
justice. In other words, it means that we have to consider public space no longer as a
static object but as a moving and dynamic entity, as something that, once realised, is
continually transformed by its users, modified by everything that happens inside and
outside of it (Latour and Yaneva 2008). The physical configuration of the space acts
as a solution of continuity between the administrative and management choices of
urban policies and the way in which the communities perceive them (Lefebvre
1991). The design of public space can be considered as the binding elements within
the socio-spatial dynamics. On the one hand, public space provides for tangible
elements, on the other, it contributes to establish the more or less tacit behavioural
rules allowed to use them (Gehl and Svarre 2013).

14The design principles can be summarised as: removable and reversable project; activation of
underused spaces; self-managed proposals; recycle and reuse waste materials.
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Enhancing Human and Urban Capital:
A Value-Oriented Approach

Danila Longo, Andrea Boeri, Rossella Roversi, and Serena Orlandi

Abstract

Cultural Heritage (CH), in its tangible and intangible dimension, can represent
an extraordinary engine for sustainable transformation and reactivation processes
in abandoned and underused urban spaces. The regenerative potential of CH
requires the identification of innovative operating models and strategies, able to
strengthen common resources, starting from the acknowledgment and the
enhancement of human and urban capital. This value-oriented approach was
experimented in the Bologna University area by the EU Horizon 2020 project
ROCK—Regeneration and Optimisation of Cultural Heritage in creative and
Knowledge cities (GA 730280) through a series of pilot actions. Among them,
the temporary transformation of Piazza Rossini.
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1 Introduction

Many urban and suburban contexts in Europe are affected, in different forms, by
physical abandonment of spaces and by the exclusion of vulnerable and under-
privileged people from social, economic, cultural and participation chances.1

The intense changes experienced by the EU cities over the last century due to the
economic model and the market economy, have generated economic growth but
have not created equal opportunities for all segments of population. The
risk-of-poverty or social exclusion in the EU has steadily declined from its 2012
peak; however, progress in reducing inequality and relative poverty (AROP) has
been modest and the income distribution is more unequal today than in the 1980s in
almost all Member States2: in 2017, 112.8 million people (22.4% of the entire
population) in the EU lived in households at risk of poverty or social exclusion.3

Thus, inequality can therefore be considered one of the main socio-economic
challenges in the EU. Risks of poverty or social exclusion are more pronounced for
certain types of workers and vulnerable groups.

Educational attainment and skill levels play an important role in determining
social inclusion and labour market outcomes. In EU there is still an employability
threshold which a high number of people with low educational and skill achieve-
ments cannot cross.

Alongside the social consequences, the economic structural changes, the decline
of traditional industries economic model and the globalization have led to signifi-
cant shifts in land occupation patterns that resulted in the creation of so-called
‘brownfields’ across Europe, particularly in urban areas.

During the urban sprawl process, industrial uses dating back to the nineteenth
century have been subject to a persisting displacement pressure and have been
moved to peripheral zones or in other Countries, even extra UE. In addition, large
areas previously occupied by large scale infrastructures, such as railway and har-
bour facilities, have been left vacant and constitute huge voids inside or in the
outskirts of cities. These dynamics, in terms of pressures creating potentially
derelict areas, have been reinforced by speculative land banking. The effect of these
factors, along with problems relating to conflicts affecting the interest, use and
ownership of the sites, led to a generally large extent of derelict land in urban areas:
approximately 40% of the European cities are facing de-densification processes and
the emergence of brownfield sites (Haase et al. 2014).

Abandoned and neglected areas can be both inside and outside the cities, can be
open spaces or dismissed buildings, large brownfields or residential settlements,
such as social housing districts. At present, a reliable estimation of brownfields and
abandoned areas in EU is impossible, also due to the lack of a common definition of

1According with the Employment and Social Developments in Europe report in 2016 people at
risk-of-poverty or exclusion in EU 28 were the 25,3%. European Commission Directorate-General
for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion Directorate A (2016).
2European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) (2020).
3EUROSTAT (2019).
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the concepts. Even where the European countries can provide estimates on the size
of problem in their areas, the data are not directly comparable, and include different
kinds of sites (Grimski and Ferber 2001). It is not a phenomena limited to suburbs:
historical centres are not immune to the presence of disused areas or places where
citizens live in a state of degradation and isolation.

A sustainable environment and inclusive economic development cannot be
achieved without the reintegration of these sites and their inhabitants, when present,
into the social, economic and cultural dynamics of the city. The strategies used by
cities to deal with this challenge mainly focus on using the classical instruments of
urban planning. Large-scale projects, based on top-down decision, are developed by
master plans and investor planning and have sometimes led to economic failure, to
real estate valorisation without social benefits or value redistribution, or to gentri-
fication (Magdaniel et al. 2018). New strategies, approaches and solutions are
needed to re-activate and re-generate neglected, abandoned urban areas and
brownfields.

Although often considered anomalous, and associated with emptiness or lack of
productivity, “empty lands” are often at the core of alternative uses by local
communities that manage, plan for and otherwise engage with vacant spaces in a
variety of both spontaneous or organized and ad hoc ways that represent a pluralism
of values and can become Common Goods where culture and creativity enhance
multidimensional and multi-scale impacts at urban, metropolitan and regional level.
Value, in fact, can also be generated by the material and immaterial dimension of
the layering heritage, related to identity and diversity that can be the base for a new
value chain.

The following paragraphs propose some reflections about a value-oriented
approach to urban regeneration, describing place-based and Cultural Heritage-led
strategies, focused on the enhancement of urban and human capital. They are
supported and experimented within the research framework of the ROCK EU—
Horizon 2020 project (GA 730280), that is approaching its completion. Finally, a
pilot action implemented in the city of Bologna is described as testing experi-
mentation of the developed methodology and strategy.

2 Heritage-Led Regeneration Potentials in Historic Urban
Areas

Historic urban areas are the principal result of the common Cultural Heritage (later
shortened to CH), shaped by layers of values produced by cultures, traditions,
experiences, recognized as such in their diversity.4 Over time, the meaning of CH
has been extended from single monuments and manufacts, identified as proper
objects of art, to cultural landscapes, historic cities, and serial properties. Moreover,
contemporary practice (ratified by ICOMOS at its Madrid General Assembly)

4Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion Directorate A (2018).

Enhancing Human and Urban Capital: A Value-Oriented Approach 143



expands the concept of heritage beyond “tangible heritage,” to the intangible
dimensions of heritage as well; “this means the entirety of the capital of knowledge
derived from the development and experience of human practices, and from the
spatial, social and cultural constructions linked to it that may be encapsulated in the
word ‘memory’.5

CH can offer great opportunities to tackle contemporary urban issues. As stated
in the UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape, “urban her-
itage, including its tangible and intangible components, constitutes a key resource
in enhancing the liveability of urban areas, and fosters economic development and
social cohesion in a changing global environment. As the future of humanity hinges
on the effective planning and management of resources, conservation has become a
strategy to achieve a balance between urban growth and quality of life on a sus-
tainable basis”.6

In order to fully understand the potential of CH as engine for sustainable
development, promotion of social cohesion, inclusion and equity, the idea of
“heritage” must thus be interpreted in its broader and more extensive meaning,
particularly in urban areas: CH is an expression of the ways of living developed by
a community and passed on from generation to generation, including customs,
practices, places, objects, artistic expressions and values.7

In this perspective, the Council of the European Union adopted on 20th May
2014 the fundamental document “Conclusions on cultural heritage as a strategic
resource for a sustainable Europe”, which has recognized Cultural Heritage as “a
strategic resource for a sustainable Europe”.8 The same vision has been taken into
account in several EU projects as a leading course of actions, e.g. Horizon 2020,
and by the 2030 UN Agenda for Sustainable Development.

As part of human activity, CH produces tangible and intangible representations
of the value systems, beliefs, traditions and lifestyles: a common ‘urban capital’,
that configures the space of the shared identity, the memory of the urban system, the
stable element in its dynamic change and, at the same time, the transformative
potential that is continuously generated during the evolution of the urban process.
Urban capital is combined and complementary with the more subjective dimension
of the ‘human capital’ that sums up social and personal attributes such as knowl-
edge, skills and creativity.

The use of the term/concept of ‘capital’ has the advantage of being immediately
understandable, being transversal to different disciplinary areas; however, the term
can be interpreted in a reductive economic sense as it embodies the reference to
financial assets and to the ability to perform labour so as to produce economic
value. This is why Saskia Saassen and other authors prefers the use of the term
‘capabilities’ instead of ‘capital’ (Saassen 2012; Borghi 2017).

5ICOMOS (2016).
6UNESCO (2011).
7International Council on Monuments and Sites, ICOMOS International Cultural Tourism
Committee (2002).
8Council of the European Union (2014).
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A systemic transformation, understanding historical city heritage as a common
good, can offer the potential to generate new social, economic and sustainable
environmental virtuous processes.9 The presence of creative sectors, students,
start-ups, social innovation and cultural activities can be seen as factors to tap the
potential to regenerate neglected areas into innovation hubs by matching cultural
and economic growth, education and training, sustainable and fair entrepreneurial
opportunities.

Enhancing the regenerative potential of CH for historic urban areas requires the
identification of innovative operating models and strategies, able to strengthen
common resources starting from the acknowledgment and the setting up of human
and urban capitals and according with an approach that recognizes them as values.

The applicative contexts of these strategies, the historic urban areas, are not
limited to historic city centres but include all the layered urban territories that reflect
the interaction over time between people and their surroundings. Also brownfields,
suburban areas and disused infrastructural service facilities can be the expression of
a strong identity shaped by the local social, economic and cultural history. More-
over, historic urban areas are not delimited by rigid borders: they are often inserted
in or in continuity with the Cultural Landscape,10 including gardens, parks and
natural corridors, reflecting the strong association with human processes.

2.1 Human and Urban Capital as Common Pool Resources
for the Re-Activation of Public Spaces

The contemporary city—both in the suburbs and in the central areas—represents a
complex context of relationships within which encouraging and experimenting
strategies and pilot actions aimed at overcoming urban and social deterioration
affecting public spaces and communities.

The growing of population is increasing year-by-year the urban density, leading
to the exacerbation of challenges related to sustainability and to urban management.
Moreover, criticalities affecting urban spaces and services of common interest—
essential to the satisfaction of numerous living needs and functional to the indi-
vidual and collective well-being of communities—are partly attributable to the
citizens’ disaffection towards public spaces and services that are perceived as places
of nobody rather than places of all. In a vision of the city that considers public
spaces as urban commons, collaboration between institutions and civil society is an
indispensable and required condition (Iaione and Arena 2012).

The Faro Convention (Fairclough et al. 2014) introduces the concept of “heritage
communities” and recognises the “individual and collective responsibility towards
cultural heritage”, clarifying the importance of an inclusive and active engagement

9Council of the European Union (2005).
10Council of Europe. (2018). European Landscape Convention. Contribution to human rights,
democracy and sustainable development. Accessed March 16, 2020, from https://rm.coe.int/
council-of-europe-landscape-convention-contribution-to-human-rights-de/16807bffda.

Enhancing Human and Urban Capital: A Value-Oriented Approach 145

https://rm.coe.int/council-of-europe-landscape-convention-contribution-to-human-rights-de/16807bffda
https://rm.coe.int/council-of-europe-landscape-convention-contribution-to-human-rights-de/16807bffda


of “everyone” as well as of the CH adaptive “sustainable use” so as to highlight its
ancient and new meanings (Faro Convention 2005). This action of co-responsibility
towards commons of collective relevance—concerning production, governance and
care of public spaces—finds its resources in the mutual acknowledgment and
involvement of the main actors of the urban ecosystem of stakeholders.

This shared responsibility towards the heritage can contribute also to shared
value that underpins a common political design for Europe, providing useful inputs
for establishing the forthcoming EU Urban Agenda as set through the Pact of
Amsterdam11 which identify in the partnership tool the way to collaborate on an
equal footing in the development of common solutions to improve urban areas in
the European Union.

In this scenario, human capital and urban capital are intended as active and
operable material able to activate the potential transformations of urban areas,
creating new networks, enabling different uses and triggering a deep relationship of
identity recognition between spaces of the city and local communities.

Thus, “capital” is intended as a common relevance property, to be administered
and managed in such a way that the interest of the whole community benefits from
it: ideas, experiences, skills, time, relationships and knowledge invested in the
management and care of what is common (Arena 2007). Civic resources and
capabilities can trigger effective actions of regeneration and transformation through
—and above all—the involvement of active citizenship. The development of social
cohesion, new forms of participation in public life, the creation of opportunities for
meeting and discussion and an assumption of responsibility towards the care of
public “affairs” are secondary, but not less important, effects. A process through
which understand the effective capability of urban territories and communities to
respond to the turnaround that degradation and exclusion conditions of the cities
require.

3 Possible Integrated Strategies of Boosting Values
for Urban Regeneration

Reversing the abandonment and exclusion trend of historic urban areas goes
through the identification of inclusive and integrated step-by-step strategies with a
focus on the nexus between urban contexts, entrepreneurial processes and local
governance mechanisms, and with the commitment to bring together and encourage
individuals, groups and communities in delivering locally-tailored solutions.

In a progressive and people-place-based approach (Hopkins and Ferris 2015),
the fundamental starting step point is the acknowledgment of what is already in
place, in order to avoid financial, political, social, managing barriers and to make
more effective the existing resources. The already existing blueprints—in terms of
policies and practices, capacity buildings and connectivity—are to be linked with

11Urban Agenda for the EU Pact of Amsterdam (2016).
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new networks of collaboration and co-production. The knowledge of local CH
treasures, social and cultural opportunities, talents and resources, often unknown to
citizens themselves, is fundamental also to stimulate the awareness and sense of
belonging of local communities, and to disclose the existing urban and social
capital as well as its potential in terms of knowledge, skills and abilities.

In this perspective, to leverage on a requalification based on the key existing
enabling factors, and to rebalance urban processes and sustainable growth in his-
toric areas, the possible strategy goes through the following challenges:

1. heritage-led regeneration combined with conservation, taking into account CH
sensitivity to change without loss of its cultural/memory values, but opening
buildings and spaces to different or unconventional uses and users, avoiding
“museification”, “touristification” and gentrification effects;

2. reversing the process of losing memory of heritage that inevitably afflict
abandoned spaces through CH-led initiatives, starting from mapping the existing
heritage resources to create a dynamic network of people/places linked to the
involved areas;

3. light re-industrialisation and innovative manufacturing process linked to historic
heritage can be promoted through site-specific and sustainable solutions for a
progressive adaptive reuse of heritage to accommodate small scale advanced
manufacturing, producers and local ‘makers’, craft workshops etc., sharing
responsibilities and developing practical strategies for safeguarding community
interests and increasing community values (spatial and relational ones) deriving
from CH;

4. strengthening relations among communities and citizens for the value under-
standing, common generation and exchange; supporting the social, cultural and
entrepreneurial initiatives and the related impacts on the socio-economic envi-
ronment and the ability to actively contribute to community life, particularly
overcoming the barriers for women, children, elderly and migrants;

5. up-skilling of workforce through specific programs to promote new
entrepreneurship able to generate direct and indirect benefits on the local ter-
ritories, with the support of local groups of interest as firms, academic players,
agencies, and associations that facilitate the reskilling and up-skilling process;

6. peer production starting from the set of resources (human and urban capital)
already available in the test bed sites and enhanced through co-design and
co-working, pooling the individual efforts of different people, with different
capabilities;

7. value re-distribution in terms of knowledge, capabilities, enabling spaces,
enabling tools: even in cities with a high rate of innovation and wealth pro-
duction, the risk is that the different areas grow at different speeds, leaving entire
territories and population groups behind. In particular, the gap in access to
digitisation and education contributes significantly to this risk;

8. application of skills and knowledges to be addressed through a cross-fertilisation
approach among several disciplines such as architecture, urban planning and
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real estate, data analysis, sociology, economy, joined in a collaborative network
applies with the experimenting of new forms of partnership between public and
private actors (companies, foundations, universities, associations, etc.).

Into this approach, some trends and drivers can be recognised as important
key-factors to be considered in developing new approaches for Cultural Heritage
regeneration. According with a literature review made by the authors, these factors
are aligned mainly to the following macro-areas:

1. Social Trends and Drivers

a. Population Growth and Urban Density (need for sustainable growth, new
services, etc.…).

b. Identity/Multicultural Cities/new citizenship and opportunities to access to
CH contents (for migrants, poor, disabilities etc.…).

c. Cultural Diversification (both people, services and activities in cities) to
increase intangible CH productions.

2. Technological Trends and Drivers

a. Digital Lifestyle and spread of ICT technologies. The diffusion of ICT
(Information and Communication Technologies) devices gives resources and
potentially useful instruments for ruling and effectively managing high level
of complexity as those concerning cities. These instruments allow the col-
lection and processing of high amount of information, also on real time,
which is important for directing more effectively urban strategies and pro-
jects, fostering inclusive approaches and the overcoming of cultural barriers.

b. Smart infrastructure and big data to monitor and analyze regeneration
processes.

c. Enabling technologies for accessibility and fruition of CH.

3. Economic Trends and Drivers

a. Finance and investments to support the valorization of CH.
b. Open innovation and community base financing for creative and cultural

districts development.
c. Creative and cultural industry and start ups linked to CH promotion and

valorization.

4. Environmental Trends and Drivers

a. Climate change and urban resilience applied in historic city contexts.
b. Resource efficiency and circular economy in historic city contexts.
c. Change of behaviour of cultural institutions and CH users.
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5. Political/Governance

a. Urban planning and urban integrated management for historic city context.
b. New policies to increase collaboration between cultural and creative

operators.
c. Sustainable procurement policies for CH valorization.

Strategies, to be proved effective, must be tested and verified through pilot
actions implemented in selected contexts; successful experimentations can allow
the transition from the testing phase towards more substantial transformations.
Actions may be designed and carried out in limited areas, as significant represen-
tative of larger contexts and as part of wider relational systems.

3.1 A Value-Oriented Methodological Approach:
The EU—ROCK H2020 Project

The experience carried out by the ROCK—Regeneration and Optimization of
Cultural heritage in creative and Knowledge cities project (grant agreement n°
730280)12 can be considered a relevant example to better clarify the above
described approach.

This project—funded in 2017 under the H2020 programme in the axis Climate
—Greening the Economy, in response to the call “Cultural Heritage as a driver for
sustainable growth”—is leaded by the Municipality of Bologna with scientific
coordination of the University of Bologna and involves 10 European Cities and 32
partners.

ROCK overall objective—by relying on an Action Plan for regeneration—is to
support a systemic transformation that imply historical city heritage as a common
good, capable of generating new social, economic and sustainable environmental
processes. The Cultural Heritage-led regeneration strategies promoted by the pro-
ject, focus on historic city centres with the aim to transform the selected demo areas
into Creative, Cultural and Sustainable Districts. The implementation of key actions
is aimed at providing new ways to access CH, defining key policy issues and
developing a sense of belonging to places. The demo areas are located in central
urban sectors that, despite their geographical position and relevance in terms of CH,
are lived and perceived as separate from the rest of the city, as well as characterized
by the presence of physical and/or social degradation and by underused or poorly
used spaces. The mutual exchange of Heritage-led good practices and regeneration
initiatives is a very important strategic element: the 7 Role Model Cities (Athens,
Cluj-Napoca, Eindhoven, Liverpool, Lyon, Turin and Vilnius), have already
implemented successful processes of regeneration and support, through a mentoring
action, the 3 Replicator Cities (Bologna, Lisbon and Skopje) in developing similar
models in relation to their specific local contexts.

12Rock—Cultural Heritage Leading Urban Futures (2020).
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The ROCK approach is based on a circular urban model, transferred from the
economy model to the urban historic environments. It is based on considering CH
as a product to which the same principles of saving and reuse can be applied. CH
already in use for specific activities hides other unused potentialities if framed in a
less specialized idea of culture: a value-sharing process that must steer city changes
both in terms of physical environment and of mindset.

In particular, the underused, misused or abandoned spaces are interpreted as
resources to be re-introduced into a continuous positive development cycle that
regenerates existing elements, while preserving and conserving them. Creating a
circular urban model implies connecting “systems” that were initially separated
through not only technical but also organisational and institutional solutions and
changes, to be adopted and adapted (Vernay 2013).

ROCK starts from the identification of the specific local systems articulated into:

– system of actors, which constitute the backbone of ROCK, to define the trans-
formation needs, the collaboration pathways, the opportunity creation, fostering
the circulation of knowledge and abilities;

– system of places, starting from the pilot areas of ROCK and understanding their
relations with the whole urban contexts, circulating solutions, tools, strategies
and results of experimentation, to foster the replication of the most effective ones
in similar contexts;

– system of initiatives (bottom-up and top-down; collaboration, sponsorship,
partnerships, etc.) to promote creativeness and cultural production from different
sources, combining them in common projects of regeneration;

– systems of resources (physical resources, financial resources, human capitals) to
promote a circulation of flows, overpassing the linear processes in the circular
city, from extraction to waste, replacing them by circular processes.

ROCK pilot process is driven by a research-action-research methodology in
which the combination of research and action play an essential role in heritage
development procedures: research elaborates possible regenerative scenarios,
according which site-specific actions are implemented in pilot areas, feedbacks and
results are recorded, impacts are verified and recalibrated for the future, and new
updated and adjusted scenarios are elaborated again with the support of the
research.

The demonstration areas involved by the project are intended as experimental
labs where testing and implementing successful practices. Bologna is one of the
Replicator cities. A set of coordinated actions has been implemented in the
University area–named “U-Zone”—with the aim to transform it in a Sustainable
Cultural and Creative District by improving safety, mitigating social conflicts,
attracting visitors and tourists, entrepreneurs and private investments, increasing
pedestrian flows and slow mobility with new cultural routes.

Like many historic city centres, the U-Zone area is a very complex system of
human and urban capitals where many different interests, conflicts and values
converge.
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The University sector is located inside the historic city centre where a large,
mixed and open community of residents, students, homeless, pedestrians, tourists
and cultural users daily inhabit, live and pass through with different needs and
habits. The scenario of these human dynamics includes important CH testimonies,
such as historical palaces, university buildings, the Municipality Opera House,
Libraries, Museums, churches, streets, squares. “Via Zamboni”—characterized by
the presence of a continuous system of porches which qualifies the image of the
whole city of Bologna—is the road axis that physically and ideally crosses and
connects the different elements that define this rich, conflictual and vibrant urban
scenario (Fig. 1).

The increasing of the student population (about 80,000 students), the migration
phenomena, the change in the number and composition of population in the centre
(15,000 new residents each year, of which 9,000 Italian), the growing new tourism
fluxes, have not been integrated in the social and relational asset of the area. These
dynamics has generated phenomena of social conflict between different categories
of users and triggered decay and disturb. In particular, the presence of the students,
vital and positive per se, is turned into a problematic issue for the coexistence with
the residents. The area stands out as one of the main places in Bologna where
excluded people from urban dynamics gather and meet and it is perceived by the
rest of the city as a separated part. So, nevertheless the richness of the U-Zone in
cultural and artistic institutions and museums, this cultural heritage is not fully
known and exploited by citizens and tourists.

Fig. 1 The U-Zone Five Square highlighted in red, from left to right: Ravegnana, Rossini, Verdi,
Scaravilli, Puntoni. The red line points out Piazza Rossini, object of the “Green Please: the
meadow you don’t expect” temporary project
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The design the of the regeneration pilot actions is carried out through the ‘living
lab’ approach. A process of community involvement (U-Lab) creates a local
Ecosystem of Stakeholders (Institution, University and research area, association,
students, citizens, companies) by relating new and existing blueprints, enabling
co-designed and co-construction workshops based on cross-fertilisation among
several disciplines (U-Atelier).

Practices of temporary adaptive re-use applied on public spaces with the
involvement of communities are strategic tools to experiment an innovative way to
build and shape a new shared identity in which people can recognize themselves.

The important role that open and public spaces play in the social and ecological
balance of cities, can takes on new values linked to social significance in which
inclusive design, co-planning, co-construction and co-management of public spaces
are fundamental components of the process.

4 Testing the Enhancement of Urban and Human Capital
in the Historic Urban Scenario: The Temporary
Transformation of Piazza Rossini in Bologna

During the three years of ROCK project, different types of actions have been carried
out in the “U-Zone”, each one inserted in a global vision, concurring to achieve
integrated targets and objectives, according with the specific character and vocation
of spaces involved.

The experience of adaptive reuse of a an historical urban space of the U-Zone in
Bologna, Piazza Rossini, is an opportunity to better explain the potential of shared,
temporary, value oriented transformations. Afterwards the pilot experience imple-
mented in Piazza Scaravilli—the U-Zone public space where “Malerbe” actions
were realized (Fig. 2)13—Piazza Rossini goes on in the same direction, confirming
the force of human and urban capital in urban regeneration dynamics.

The project for a temporary redefinition of the square, named “Green Please: the
meadow you don’t expect”, is the result of a co-design and co-construction
workshop for students promoted by ROCK actions with the coordination of Fon-
dazione Innovazione Urbana: for a week, the public space was transformed from
parking into a green pedestrian area.

The experimentation is part of a broader strategy of actions that systematically
involved all other public spaces of the sector—as recalled by the name of the
initiative, “The Five Squares” of the U-Zone—developed in synergy with the
programming of Bologna Design Week and Researchers’ Night in September
2019.14 A proposal and an event dedicated to urban regeneration, optimisation of
cultural heritage and its accessibility, the incentive and promotion of public space
care, through the development of its potential by imagining and testing different and

13Dossier Piazza Scaravilli (2018).
14Le Cinque Piazze (2019).
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unconventional uses, according to an environmental sustainability perspective
(Fig. 3).

The five squares involved in the project are public spaces connected by the
porches line of Via Zamboni, with different characteristics, transformed over time,
dominated by the presence of important historical buildings with artistic and pat-
rimonial value—home of equally important university, economic and cultural
realities—whose systemisation reaffirms their interesting potential for the U-Zone
of Bologna.

Piazza Giacomo Rossini has been always in use as a public parking area for cars
and bicycles. It occupies the grounds of the ancient churchyard or cemetery of the
Basilica of San Giacomo Maggiore. The others relevant building that define the
square facades are: the former convent complex of Santa Cecilia, home of the
‘Giovan Battista Martini’ Music Conservatory; the late Renaissance front of
Palazzo Magnani—currently used as a bank office—that inside preserves remark-
able frescoes and a picture gallery open to the public; the Palazzina Lambertini, an
example of eighteenth-century civil architecture; and the sixteenth-century Palazzo
Malvezzi, current headquarters of the ‘Metropolitan City’ public body of Bologna.
Due to the use and function it has always held, the beautiful square did not represent
a place to stop, gather and socialize: pedestrians could only circulate on the narrow
sidewalk margins next to the road lane, while the presence of the parked vehicles in
the middle of the area interfered with the view towards its architectural scenario.

Due to the use and function it has always held, the square did not represent a
place to stop, gather and socialize: pedestrians could only circulate on the sidewalk
margins, sharing the location with cars, while the presence of the parked vehicles in
the center interfered with the view towards its architectural scenario.

The temporary-reuse project, with the aim of proposing an unexpected percep-
tion of the square’s space, experimenting with new uses and offering the oppor-
tunity to rediscover and appreciate the details of the architecture overlooking the
square, has converted part of the parking area into an “unexpected” vegetable

Fig. 2 ‘Malerbe’ temporary construction on Piazza Scaravilli, outcome of a co-design and
co-construction workshop during U-Atelier phase of the project (coordinated by the Department of
Architecture, University of Bologna): the parking area changed into a dynamic urban garden

Enhancing Human and Urban Capital: A Value-Oriented Approach 153



meadow, restoring the ancient churchyard of San Giacomo Maggiore. In a
decentralized position, a large artificial flower—designed by Viabizzuno srl—il-
luminated the space during the night (Fig. 4).

The idea was born during the participatory laboratory “U-Lab” implemented on
this specific area, which was attended by over 250 people and from which emerged
the need to restore a social dimension to the square, enhancing the collaboration of
all the actors of the territory (institutions, associations, students, etc.), and paying
particular attention to greening and lighting.15

The intentions come out from the laboratory were later developed and directly
realized through a co-design and self-construction workshop, which involved stu-
dents, researchers and professors of the Department of Architecture of the
University of Bologna.

The self-construction set-up was itself intended as a performative event: an
active demonstration of re-appropriation of public space and its possible and
unconventional use. In addition to students, the process involved various subjects—
public and private ones—who coordinated, collaborated and actively took part in

Fig. 3 The Five Square poster event. The five public spaces involved by the project are
highlighted in red on the drawing

15Dossier Piazza Rossini (2018).
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the various steps of the staging and the activities organization: University of
Bologna, Fondazione Innovazione Urbana, Fondazione Rusconi, “Città
Metropolitana” of Bologna, the Viabizzuno srl company, the BAG Studio archi-
tectural firm, the Music Conservatory and various cultural associations.

During the experimentation days, the citizens gathered freely on the green car-
pet, joined the various activities—scheduled and also born spontaneously—and
enjoyed this usually passageway of the city in a different way, rediscovering and
appreciating the details of the architectures that overlook the square. In a week
almost 200,000 people passed by Piazza Rossini, providing a continuous moni-
toring of the area and showing appreciation for this new form of use.

Fig. 4 Concept of the temporary project “Green Please! the meadow you don’t expect”
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Following the citizens’ consent for the initiative and sharing its aims and out-
comes, the Municipality of Bologna established that the square will remain
pedestrianized, starting a transition path that will transform definitively the square
into pedestrian, from temporary experimentation to permanent construction
(Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8).16

Fig. 5 Self-construction workshop reportage. Day one: safe delimitation of the area and coverage
of the asphalt paving with a plastic sheet

16ROCK sperimenta e Piazza Rossini diventa pedonale—Zona (2019).
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5 Conclusions

The response to the growing need of contemporary cities to re-activate and
re-generate neglected, abandoned urban areas and brownfields requires the appli-
cation of new strategies and new planning, design and governance models. The
acknowledgment, the enhancement and the improvement of the value linked to all
the components of urban and human capital, are key steps of an integrated and
holistic approach, capable of driving participatory and community-place-based
projects.

Cultural Heritage—understood as a common pool resource, in its tangible and
intangible dimension—represents an opportunity on which the challenge of trans-
forming cities into places of solidarity and real sharing between groups and indi-
viduals can be based.

The results obtained thanks to the transformation pilot actions in Piazza Rossini
and the other public spaces of the Bologna U-Zone, confirm the value of an
approach that—starting from the engagement of underused existing resources in
terms of urban and human capital—is able to deal with contemporary challenges
and positively affect the consolidated dynamics of urban contexts. The low-cost and

Fig. 6 Self-construction workshop reportage. Day two: installation of the flower light element
and application of the rolls vegetable meadow
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temporary changes, with low risks and low impact on the consolidated built
environment, experimented by the ROCK project, proved their potential in turning
temporary actions into a permanent transformation that will definitely return these
spaces to citizens. The positive answer of the community showed that the proposals
conceived and developed within the participated laboratories and the co-design
workshops responded to the real need for different uses and the re-appropriation of
the urban public space.

The challenge launched by the initiative, founded in particular on education in
the care of public spaces, was met by the city with a sense of participation and
responsibility that shows the possibility for new form of collaborative governance
processes and models.

The critical reading of the factors that triggered the degradation and abandon-
ment of urban contexts, the people-place-based transformations carried out through
democratic and participatory process, the systemisation of different knowledge and
skills, the application of research as an active tool, the acknowledge of the potential
of Cultural Heritage and Heritage-led good practices, define a value-oriented
approach that recognizes the potential of human and urban capital as resources and
common goods to be exploited and deployed in urban regeneration processes.

Fig. 7 Self-construction workshop reportage. Day two: break during the rolls meadow
application
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As the historic built environment is an inclusive and comprehensive platform
that cannot be understood or managed except through an approach that embraces all
its complexity, the European policy for CH recommend “a holistic research agenda
and an inclusive interdisciplinary approach” (Sonkoly and Vahtikari 2018), by
means of a new vision and mission in heritage management.

The experience of ROCK pilot actions shows the crucial regenerative role of the
integration of human, urban and heritage assets. The on-site actions allow to test
strategies and to point out constraints, barriers and unexpected positive implica-
tions, as happened thanks to the described Piazza Rossini co-design and
co-production experience.

Fig. 8 Self-construction workshop reportage. Day three: Piazza Rossini view from the windows
of Palazzo Malvezzi, headquarters of the “Metropolitan City” of Bologna offices
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However, to extend the scale of interventions and strengthen their potential, an
integrated and long-term system of urban governance is needed, to learn and benefit
from the test-bed sites actions and to explore ways to best reveal the relations
between supranational, national and local policy (Veldpaus 2015). With this aim,
ROCK project is developing the Integrated Management Plan (IMP), in which new
targets have been established such as the importance of a common ground to define,
assess and improve management systems, the mutual exchange of good practices
and the evolution of improved management approaches as well as the provision of
practical guidance and tools for day-to-day practice recognizing the increased
number of stakeholders involved and the awareness of the diversity of governance
and management problems linked to each specific country.

Thus, the legacy of ROCK project wants to overcome the experimental
dimension of the specific actions by structuring a general methodology that can be
replied, as a step-by-step approach, also in the future and in different EU cities.
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The Social Aesthetics of Cultural
Commons

Letteria G. Fassari

Abstract

In this chapter Cultural Commons are placed within the framework of
sociological aesthetics in order to grasp the imagery underlying this emerging
social form. A series of questions revolve around the issue: what Cultural
Commons reveal of the representation of collective life? From which imaginary
do they emerge? What subjective orientation do they bring? Why, at the some
point, they become an object of interest and debate? Since Cultural Commons
are material, immaterial and imaginary spaces, we will consider them as a
tension to re-space social experience.

1 Social Aesthetics

Social aesthetics refers to a sociological tradition, which includes both classics such
as Simmel and Benjamin, modern and contemporary authors such as Kracauer,
Adorno, Bourdieu, Jameson, Nisbet and Maffesoli, just to name a few (Harrington
2004; De La Fuente 2008; Mele 2013). Even in different historical moments and
sometimes from not exactly convergent positions, the above mentioned scholars
consider aesthetics, not as a pure object of science but a constituent part of it. As a
branch of philosophy concerned the value and meaning of artworks, aesthetics has
traditionally been focused on the evaluation of autonomous objects such as poems,
painting, sculptures and more recently installations and performances. Classic
philosophical debates considered the beauty of such art objects as universal. From a
different perspective, sociological debates began to study the role of social, cultural,

L. G. Fassari (&)
Department of Social Sciences and Economics, Sapienza Università di Roma, Rome, Italy
e-mail: letteria.fassari@uniroma1.it

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to
Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
E. Macrì et al. (eds.), Cultural Commons and Urban Dynamics,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_10

163

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_10&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_10&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_10&amp;domain=pdf
mailto:letteria.fassari@uniroma1.it
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_10


and economic conditions in regulating judgments of aesthetic value. The term
“social aesthetics” concerns precisely the analysis of social processes activated by
works of art considering them as objects, which generate forms of communication.
Returning to Simmel one of the variations taken by his intertwining of aesthetics
and social is the consideration of the forms of interaction as aesthetic forms. It is
precisely this perspective, inspired by Simmel, at the basis of the reflection pre-
sented in the chapter.

With the essay Soziologische Ästhetik (2008), Simmel inaugurates a cardinal
direction of sociological thought, at the same time paying attention to the subject
and the society, on both philosophical and sociological level in order to integrate
the value of individual difference with that of collective social belonging. This is the
reason why Simmel considers the individualistic demands of modernity to be
inconsistent, although it justifies their existence. Vital, social, cultural formal units
are fragments of an impossible totality. Nevertheless, the way out of such impasse,
intrinsic to modernity, is “relationality”. In other words, without an interactive,
dynamic, relational configuration, the individual is destined to remain eternally
confined to an irremediable conflict between self and community, between self and
others. Sociability is, for Simmel, a playful form of association that has no
objective; it is intrinsic to the pleasure of being together. Sociability is an art form
expressed through movement between the subject and the beauty of sharing.
Society is socialization where dynamic forms of relationship give life to a reality of
associating that becomes meaningful in the individual’s life.

Simmel inspired the idea—still convincing—that life is a negotiation between
rationality and imagination, individual and collective, material and immaterial, in
which the subject acts incessantly to connect facts/objects through the continuous
“compromises” with representations/ideal images. These are necessary negotiations
since only the synthesis between rational and imaginary allows the individual to
give meaning to existence (Simmel 1918).

The liveliness of Simmellian thought pushes us to place social aesthetics in an
area of reflection on the border between imagination and social forms. Simmel,
however, is not the only one to resort to the imagination. For example, Nisbet
(1976), author of the book “Sociology as an art form”, recalls the Weberian
insistence on the importance of Verstehen, rooted in intuition and in the iconic
imagination as the tension to understand the affective dimensions that permeate
social life.

Continuing this excursus towards a particular meaning of the relationship
between aesthetics, imagination and social, more recently than the classics, it seems
impossible to evade the contribution offered by Cornelius Castoriadis and
Jean-Jacques Wunenburger.

Castoriadis (1975) writes of the imaginary as a constant and essential creation of
figures/forms/images. What we call “reality” and “ rationality” are products of
imaginary. Referring to institutions, he was interested to understand their symbolic
nature because it is in such dimension, which the generation and the stabilisation of
common form lay. Castoriadis believes that the functionalist interpretation based on
the idea that the institution responds to “real” needs of society is inadequate. Social
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arrangements are generated from a symbolic frame in constant transformation or,
better said, the social-historical world is socially woven in the symbolic. It is not a
question of recognizing the importance of the imaginary as an autonomous and
neutral dimension but of considering it as the constant production of the symbolic
order. The scholar also clarifies the profound and never completely transparent
relationship between the symbolic and the imaginary. In essence, the imaginary
uses symbolic, not only to express itself but to exist, to move from the virtual to
“something more” (ibidem p. 190). Inversely, the symbolic presupposes imaginary
capacity.

Wunenburger (2008) referring to the functions performed by imaginary already
present in ancient thought, extricates three orientations: one is the playful aesthetic
function regarding the ability to anticipate social roles. Another is the cognitive
function connected to find unexpected solutions or insights that do not follow the
linearity of rational logic. A third is an institutional-practical orientation. It is this
last that is pertinent to our thesis. According to Wunenburger, the imaginary not
only satisfies sensitivity and thought but also constitutes the potency that underlies
social action. The imagination is the basis of the energy that pushes individuals to
act socially to change the status quo.

Obviously institutions are not only symbolic systems, but, following Castoriadis,
we must ask ourselves why the generative symbolic tension becomes social forms.
In this work, we will try to answer this question. Let us first try to understand which
characteristics specify Cultural Commons.

2 Defining Cultural Commons

In 2012 in the book “Cultural Commons” by Bertacchini et al. the question of
defining them is posed in terms that all commons are in some way Cultural
Commons (Hess 2008 cited in Bertacchini), and this could represent the real
challenge marking terminological boundaries.

Originally, the term common is referred to the common land used for grazing; it
was used to describe, in general, the common environmental resources: earth, air,
water, etc. Subsequently, the meaning expanded to include human-made shared
resources. In particular, the term has acquired specific relevance in the field of
knowledge including culture, health, information but also cultural heritage such as
traditions or art.

By placing the question within the perspective of the rational choice, the
problem translates into term of contributor’s opportunism. Like natural commons,
Cultural Commons are shared collective goods with one crucial difference; they are
not resources that can be eroded by overuse such as pastures or forests (Ostrom
1990, 2002). Cultural Commons do not suffer from limited load capacity. The
consumption of culture, information, etc. not only does not reduce its value but can
be increased with their use and the interaction. Listening to music, enjoying a
painting, or sharing a poem are not highly generative common cultural resources of
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value (Santagata et al. 2011). Although Cultural Commons are less likely to suffer
from what is called the “common goods tragedy” (Hardin 1968), they are not
entirely immune from social dilemmas. They can undergo the difficulty of passing
from one generation to another without losing their value. Besides, following the
critical theories (see para 5), they can be exploited the interests of businesses
through privatization.

Instead, if we move towards social movements, drawing on a long history of
protests, the defence of cultural heritage has been made by its own movements that
can be defined as anti-capitalists. Examples could be the protest movements against
biopiracy, the patenting of life forms such as plants and the exploitation of tradi-
tional knowledge of their varieties (see Shiva 1997); the Open source movement is
also a challenge to maintain the software public ensuring its use but avoiding its
appropriation. This movement has inspired similar initiatives to make creative
works (literature, photography, music) information (Parker et al. 2007).

In the light of the above considerations and from a socio-aesthetics perspective,
Cultural Commons are not merely “a resource” but imply the presence of a com-
munity and its orientation to preserve its heritage. According with Hess (2008),
which defines commons as tension to see what is shared, we will try to understand
why and how the logic of sharing becomes a social aesthetic form.

3 Cultural Commons as Social Aesthetic

In order to place Cultural Commons in an aesthetic-social perspective, it is nec-
essary to make a premise. We will therefore start from considering contemporary
narrative mainly centred on the transition from traditional capitalism—as Weber
describes it—to contemporary capitalism. This step took place by pivoting on the
double movement intrinsic to modernity relative to subjectivation and rationalisa-
tion, which in contemporary modernity tend to radicalize.

The unfolding of modern and the most recent changes—globalisation, affirma-
tion of technologies, neoliberalism, etc.—has made it very difficult to keep these
two poles united within a framework that enhances personal meaning and collective
narration. The result is, therefore, a separation between actor and system and a
fragmentation of the epistemological, cultural and social frameworks previously
integrated into that representation of collective life that we call modernity.
According to Magatti (2009), a contemporary partial and illusory re-composition is
provided by a particularly useful paradigm, the neo-evolutionist one. It constitutes
the epistemological background of the new neoliberal policies. The paradigm is
entirely in agreement with the idea that the market logic could solve the problems of
effectiveness and efficiency of the institutions; it is also perfectly compatible with
biotechnological IT paradigms affirmation; but, above all, it weaves with the rising
of individualist culture which makes freedom of choice its mantra against the
rigidity of institutionalised life. As Foucault (2005) had anticipated, the emergence
of the neo-evolutionistic paradigm is at the basis of the neo-liberal turn of social
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regulation; it produces a governmental modality of biopolitical power that under-
mines the subject in terms of autonomy and self-determination. The subject is the
objective of a continuous solicitation to the self-realization, to self-government and
personal autonomy.

The previously visible social powers are disarticulated and governed through
economic modus—strategic and competitive logic, which is considered as natural
or real. The disciplinary government that assimilates the conduct to an ex-ante rule
is replaced by a very effective technique of governing lives that is exercised ex-post
emerging from the standards used as qualitative indicators (Bazzicalupo 2006). In
other words, the system presents itself by promising not to exclude anyone ex-ante,
but it is individual behaviours that become standard, that is emerging from below.

From the sociological aesthetic point of view, it is important to underline what
authors such as Boltansky and Chiappello, Magatti and Perniola highlight: without
the imaginary of freedom neoliberalism could not have had this disruptive and
pervasive force. The new spirit of capitalism (Boltansky and Chiappello 1999) is
the result of the integration between this drive or the desire of individuals to be
actors in their existence (Touraine 1981) and the reorganisation of the logic of
capitalist accumulation centred on flexibility and innovation. Such spirit was also
fuelled by some aspects of the philosophies that had supported the subjectivist turn
of the 1960s as existentialism did. If in Protestant ethics, the commitment and
success in worldly activities constituted proof of divine grace, in the new spirit of
capitalism, the task of realising oneself coincides with the liberation from any
constraint. In contemporary capitalism, the value of freedom of choice prevails over
the stability needs of the group. According to this interpretation, the plot of social
relationships characterised the loosening of cultural ties and solidarity is replaced
by stripping of the social bond, which is reduced to its functional nature (Magatti
2009). Here, it is not a question of putting moral criticism into play. More simply
inference is that the functional performance pushes the social experience to adhere
to the new spirit of capitalism that requires enjoyment because the more one enjoys,
the more one consumes (Lacan 2001; Recalcati 2010). Even if we assume the
Lacanian perspective or if we turn to the Jungian one (Hillman and Kerényi 1991),
enjoyment is opposed to desire because it has an element of compulsiveness and of
not processing reality.

From the standpoint of radical sociology, Mark Fisher defines the phenomenon
as “capitalist realism” (Fisher 2009). Fisher speaks of capitalist realism as a
dreamlike form represented, for example, in the dystopian cyber nihilistic culture of
the nineties. The pamphlet describes a transversal reading of the dominant imagi-
naries. Fisher’s thesis is straightforward: there are no alternatives to capitalism; the
melancholic nostalgia for a future that no longer exists pervades culture, policies
and consumption. Capitalist realism is the widespread feeling that not only capi-
talism is the only possible political and economic system, but also that any alter-
native is unthinkable today. Aesthetics has lost its meaning. From the translation of
any cultural object into the monetary value, we have experienced the absence of
tension between the opposites from which the symbol emerges. The meaning is
enclosed in itself.
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According to Fisher, capitalist realism has settled in our unconscious and
occupies the whole horizon of the thinkable. The forms of resistance are so helpless
and desperate that we cannot think opposing them. A moral critique based on topics
such as poverty, hunger, wars, reinforces it because these are understood as
inevitable aspects of reality. Any critical tension within capitalist realism is guilty of
naive utopianism. Capitalist realism submits to us an infinitely plastic reality cap-
able of being configured only in terms of the fungible present. In the capitalist
realism, emphasis is on performance evaluation determined by the quantification of
any form of work. We are not faced with a direct comparison between performances
and results but between the duly quantified “representation” of performances and
results. Furthermore, the performances are intrinsically communicative and per-
meate at all levels. That of evaluation and promotion seems to be a totalizing logic
imposed and aspired by all. We are willing to yield to the pressure of the “repre-
sentation” policy.

This long premise, before entering the heart of the aesthetics of Cultural Com-
mons summarizes the hegemonic literature in defining the cultural characteristics of
contemporary capitalism. To understand the imaginary of Cultural Commons, we
must try to oppose these arguments with the empirical grounded work of François
Dubet and particularly his definition of social experience. This concept can help us
to get out of the desperate view of the critical theory in which capitalist realism
seems to be the point of no return.

At the basis of Dubet’s (1994) argument, we find the idea that social experience
is not an uninterrupted flow but responds to different logics in tension. The scholar
distinguishes at least three logics that I can only mention here. One of these
coincides with the subject’s need to be an actor of his own experience (subjecti-
vation). Another is aimed at being rewarded for the commitment and skills within
society (strategy). Finally, a third logic is that of wanting to feel part of a com-
munity (belonging). Experience is always the result of a combination of logics that
come under tension. The experience Dubet will say is still dramatic in the sense that
it emerges from a strenuous process of having to respond to logics in opposition to
each other. It is possible that in particular historical moments, a logic of action will
be remarkably present and widespread, but, in any case, it will come into tension
with its opposites.

A vision where social action coincides with systemic prescription, it can only
make sense if the actor is totally socialised but, as Dubet stated, the actor is never
fully socialised. In other word, capitalist realism and other radical representations
present themselves as interpretative models that are too clean to account for the
experience that is defined by the combination of heterogeneous logics. What Dubet
brings into play is the fact that social experience is inherently critical, as social
researchers we always detect a “tension” between the system and the actor. On the
actors’ side, there is still a practice of justification, of critical reading of their
experience. To make sense of their “experience” individuals are hooking it on
criteria of justice, authenticity and truth showing a distance from it (ibidem).
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In conclusion, if you accept the idea that social experience is composed of
several logics, this necessarily implies an exercise of reflexivity as capacity for
permanent criticism even within a domain system.

Returning to Cultural Commons through Dubet’s work, we can hypothesize that
Cultural Commons emerges as a compensatory and rebalancing response, an output
of the critical capacity intrinsic to social experience that leads subjects to activate
spaces in which they can feel themselves in the bond with others and with their own
history. The Cultural Commons perhaps show the need for new social forms in
which the moral norm is not the one imposed by the modernity institutions or the
functional standards conveyed by the neo-liberalist but a relational social fabric,
symbolically dense in which the dimension of sharing brings out the varieties of
forms.

4 Relational Aesthetics as Tension to Re-Spatialized Social
Experience

There are many factors, which influence the way we spatialise our experience and
how this, in turn, re-configures the space. About globalisation, the process concerns
the globality of risks, the pluralisation and pluri-localisation of subjectivity through
communication, tourism, trade, migration, etc. As Morin (1986) had foreshadowed:
each part becomes part of the world itself, the whole world is increasingly present in
each of its parts.

The extensiveness and depth of the changes lead to what Knoblauch and Löw
(2017) define as the “re-figuration” of space. It allows all structural layers from
local to global to be represented as interconnected and intertwined. The
re-figuration of space is a conceptualized process that emerges from the analysis of
the collision, tension and conflict between different logics. Logics, which arise from
below, defined by daily social, affective and imaginary actions (Löw 2016). In this
sense, Cultural Commons are action of “spacing” (ibidem p. 134) in my view
understood as subjectively oriented. They emerge from negotiations with material
and imaginary elements but filtered by a subjective logic of action.

Cultural Commons present themselves as the response to the effects of global-
isation as an end of the social (Touraine 2005). It can be hypothesized that they are
configured as circumscribed relational structures that are probably more fragile but
at the same time are bearers of subjectively oriented logics. They oppose a renewed
spacing logic to the spatial compression of cultures and forms of life (Harvey 2010).
In summary, as Alice Borchi (2018) said, Cultural Commons are seen as a way of
reacting to commodification and precariousness; a way to feed the sense of
belonging, the stratification of public memory, and the incorporation of cultural
heritage as counteracting the negative impact of neoliberal policies.

This hypothesis finds confirmation in the essay by the philosopher Elena Pulcini,
author of the evocative book La cura del mondo: paura e responsabilità nell’età
globale (2009). In a most recent article on the relational aesthetics of Cultural
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Commons, Pulcini (2013) defines Cultural Commons as the tension to reconstruct
common being.

Interdependence and connectivity permeate the aesthetic of Cultural Commons.
In the 90s, thanks to the rise of the network as infrastructure, as well as organi-
zational and social forms, but also thanks to the planetary utopia by Pierre Levy,
relational aesthetic emerges as the new mantra. In Lévy’s conception the network is
not only an isolated mechanism for the coordination of a limited set of activities but
an ethical, political and epistemic-logical horizon in the process of sharing human
society in this current social and technological phase of development (Lévy 1994).

The culture of the network as described by techno-enthusiastic conveys values of
sharing, collaboration, and sociability. The technological infrastructures that char-
acterize techno-nihilist capitalism (Magatti 2009), on the one hand generate entropy
and self-destruction, on the other, produce relational goods as trust, friendship and
solidarity. They can neither be created nor consumed, therefore cannot be acquired
independently by a single individual because they depend on interactions and
enjoyed when are being shared (Pulcini 2013). Relational goods, as Pulcini points
out, grow with time and with relationships; unlike common goods (especially
material), as already specified, if not used, they lose their value. Their essential
characteristic is, therefore, reciprocity. What makes us so willing to exchange ideas,
creativity, material and immaterial spaces with each other? For the author, that
particular feeling that predisposes us to the solidarity to which we give the name of
empathy or the ability to understand the other, to identify oneself (Ibidem).

Also in the field of contemporary art, the French curator and critic Nicolas
Bourriaud analyses the artistic practices of the nineties in terms of relational aes-
thetics. Relational art includes those creative paths based on intersubjectivity and
relationality with the involvement of the public, which becomes not only a spec-
tator, but the architect of the work. As Bourriaud states (2001) the meaning seems
to emerge from the installation of the forms, from how they relate to each other and
the way they are organised in the artistic space. Bourriaud formulates a new concept
of art space that becomes a social and physical space where artist and audience
collaborate for the opus. Bourriaud’s writings were debated and sharply criticised.
The most important criticism is that of assimilating an aesthetic judgment with an
ethical-political one of the relationships produced by the works. However, from a
sociological aesthetic point of view, it seems to indicate that the metaphor of
relationality is a crosscutting concept.

5 Relational Aesthetics as a Productive Force

In this concluding paragraph, we will address the risks of common goods from the
perspective of critical theories. Negri and Hardt define biopower in the sense of
conjunction between instrumental action of economic production and commu-
nicative action of human relations (Negri and Hardt 2000). The concept of General
Intellect, which is a crucial concept of their theorising, describes the transformation
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of the nature of the workforce. Whereas previously, the labour force was defined
primarily through physical rather than mental abilities, now, as Virno claims, it
includes in itself the life of the mind (2001). Where previously capital could have
been concerned only with how a worker can use an instrument or serve to a
machine, today he is increasingly interested in minds, not only in the knowledge or
information, but also in desires or imaginary. In this sense, the capital is interested
in exploiting the social assembly, which includes machinery and broader social
flows with particular interest in social bonds. These are exploited as shared
infrastructure within which it is possible to create value (Lazzarato 1997). The
criticisms of the autonomist Marxists certainly have a specific theoretical attraction.

According to Terranova (2004), digital economy constitutes the space in which
externalities can be captured and valued, in which knowledge, communication,
cooperation and sharing can be transformed into economic exchanges. In a word,
the digital economy is the space in which Cultural Commons becomes productive.

So far I have tried to make clear some rhetoric within which Cultural Commons
has been posed. I use the term rhetoric without any negative meaning but only as
discursive form in order to understand the request for Cultural Commons. Each
repertoire has its raison d’etre. However, referring to the social experience in the
terms I have discussed above, it is essential to investigate whether, in what contexts,
under what conditions and for what reasons the Cultural Commons can go further
and become a common resource that wants to be preserved. As I have tried to show,
it could indicate the return of the subject to society with their generative power of
creativity (Touraine 1995).
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From Digitalisation to Crowdfunding
Platforms: Fomenting the Cultural
Commons

Carolina Dalla Chiesa

Abstract

Digitalisation has allowed various theoretical perspectives and empirical
examples to emerge within both market and non-market realms. One of them
is the so-called “crowdfunding”: an online tool widely used for both commercial
and non-commercial purposes. Cultural commons, digital commons, private
goods and projects with public good characteristics can all benefit from
accessing the “crowd’s” support via money contribution and matchmaking
supply and demand. This chapter argues that, due to its hybrid features,
crowdfunding is overlooked as a tool that firstly promotes diversity, long-tail
initiatives, “do-it-yourself” projects and creations of many sorts precisely
because of its openness. By allowing that bottom-up solutions emerge without
having to pass through traditional certifiers and gatekeepers, crowd-validation
tools proportionate a fruitful environment for the “new commons” to thrive. The
essay, hence, assumes a normative perspective by which social surpluses,
positive externalities and increasing social welfare depend on users having
access to digital infrastructures that convey diversity.

1 Introduction

Since the first appearances of the World Wide Web, scholars have attempted to
theorise the uses and of the digital landscapes. Nowadays, the digital landscape is no
longer considered a “novelty”, although new ways of interacting, exchanging and
trading are progressively implemented with the aid of digital tools. Digitalisation has

C. Dalla Chiesa (&)
Erasmus School of History, Culture and Communication, Rotterdam, The Netherlands
e-mail: c.dallachiesa@eshcc.eur.nl

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to
Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
E. Macrì et al. (eds.), Cultural Commons and Urban Dynamics,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_11

173

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_11&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_11&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_11&amp;domain=pdf
mailto:c.dallachiesa@eshcc.eur.nl
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54418-8_11


become an inescapable path in the daily lives of people regardless of their social
class, geographic regions and gender sometimes helping social, political and cultural
agendas to face new upbringings. Digitalisation has also unveiled the power of
algorithms in shaping consumption patterns especially in the case of sharing
information, cultural goods and political agendas.

Digital infrastructures can both help bottom-up collective actions to develop
more rapidly than the pre-digitalisation period and enhance markets that would
otherwise suffer to reach consumers without a great deal of gatekeeper intermedi-
ation. That is the case for most of the cultural good traded privately, but also online
petitions, voluntary aid, collective engagement and political activists that benefit
from having access to larger audiences through online means. “Do-it-yourself”
cultural expressions can also emerge within platforms devoted to long-tail1 sup-
pliers and their potential audiences, as it is the case for crowdsourcing and
crowdfunding tools. Whereas crowdsourcing typically aims at engaging a large
pool of consumers in the product development phase to better provide goods or
services put at the test of user experience, crowdfunding makes use of a large pool
of supporters to collectively fundraise initiatives that speak to their motivations:
charitable giving, community engagement or only pre-buying innovative products
as early adopters.2 In all cases, the aid of many seems to enlarge diversity and the
realisation of cultural commons.

Within crowdfunding platforms, the pressing need that independent ventures,
niche artists and start-up initiatives have with raising funds make the case for a
bottom-up solution in which projects are subject to the crowd’s validation. This is
represented in the “game-like” mechanism of “all-or-nothing” funding, meaning
that a project only moves forward if the funding goal is reached and a sufficient
crowd of supporters believes in it.

The chapter argues that crowdfunding is a hybrid commercial and
non-commercial tool that facilitates, among other goals, that cultural commons
become diverse and spread, due to the outreach of digital websites. As such, it
would allow the emergence of niches driven by matchmaking of supply and
demand. Online crowdfunding remains a perennial tool at the service of “long-tail”
projects and small-scale entrepreneurs to test demand and innovate when traditional
routes (certifiers, gatekeepers, banks, venture capitalists) seem unreachable. Hence,
crowdfunding ideally allows cultural resources to be accessed on a larger scale due
to promoting diversity of options and more competition in the market for cultural
goods.

This essay does not conceptualise cultural commons per se, but rather the way
through which online platforms can help their flourishing. The chapter starts with a
brief historical outlook about optimistic versus pessimistic approaches to digitali-
sation that have guided scholars in the past decades. Secondly, it reviews the main

1The widely cited work of Anderson (2006) guides this assumption.
2The equity crowdfunding (Ahlers et al. 2015) type is not cited here on purpose as profit-sharing
schemes are better understood in comparison to typical investment behavior and traditional
financing models (i.e., bank loans, venture capital and angel investment).
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features of shared infrastructures and how they connect to digital environments
such as crowdsourcing and crowdfunding initiatives. It concludes by arguing that
among various online platforms that allow the expression of cultural commons,
crowdfunding can be regarded as a valuable tool for societies to access more
diverse cultural options and enhance bottom-up initiatives to arise while bypassing
gatekeepers and traditional institutions.

2 Two-Sided Digitalisation: Critical Versus Optimistic
Approaches

Digitalisation has changed dramatically the forms of communication and interac-
tion. It is unnecessary to point out the various ways through which the Internet has
made human lives both easier and more complex. Whereas the changes it brought
are consensual to most scholars, its consequences are not. To cite a few perspec-
tives, the power of algorithms in shaping knowledge is often object of critical
constructivist analysis of technology (Mager 2012) as much as the negative con-
notation of images without a referent grounded in the work of Jean Baudrillard.3 In
the first critical approach, also more recent, the digital world is a result of a political
economy of algorithms; and in the second case, and more ancient, the digital
represents the hyperreal condition: making the image more real than the real itself.4

This is a relevant approach to critically interpret consumerism within a virtual
reality paradigm whereby citizens become consumers driven by a poverty of sub-
stance. Even though Baudrillard has not directly addressed the World Wide Web,
his writings have unveiled provocative thoughts to interpret how the virtual means
of communication and the excesses of media guide our daily lives (Nunes 1995). As
Merrin (2001) says, these formulations tend to repeat the western political hopes
whereby “the real” has to be defended.

On the optimistic side, scholars like Lévy (1997) have observed that the internet
could become a “global village” once conceptualised by McLuhan and Powers
(1986), whereby humankind is all interconnected. The “collective intelligence” of
many would provide better grounds for decision-making of individuals, govern-
ments and groups through sharing knowledge in real time with the aid of the
Internet. This is possible only if online infrastructures are in place in order to allow
immediate interconnection—a discussion much present throughout the 1990s when

3Numerous scholars had influence his thoughts with regard to critically interpreting the fetishism
of images—an aspect already discussed in the work of Marx as well as later in Walter Benjamin’s
aura (Merrin 2001). In general, the critical approach of the sociologists Adorno and Horkheimer
(1997) had contributed to deny the benefits of reproducibility, of which digitalisation is a major
result. As a consequence of this perspective, one can assume that digitalisation magnifies the
effects of reproducibility.
4The underlying rationale is that one cannot know whether the signs available are a representation
of the reality or the reality itself once the referent is absent. Baudrillard’s observations on excessive
consumerism says that “the referential substance is becoming increasingly rare” (1996, pp. 29–30),
which means that we consume without referents.

From Digitalisation to Crowdfunding Platforms … 175



much of the developed and underdeveloped world had not seen the daily effects of
digitalisation to a greater extent.

This rather hopeful perspective about the new possibilities of the post-digitalised
world is often enrobed with the notion of “democracy”. Scholars have often used
the internet democracy to imagine how societies can better foster open and free
forms of expression. This techno-utopia5 communicates that progress is based on
access to infrastructure, machineries and digital tools that promote the progress of
democracy around the globe. As a consequence, mankind would ideally become
better informed in matters that involve collective decision-making.

Extensive studies like “The Wealth of Networks”, by Benkler (2006), show the
greater benefits that networked economies have in contrast to hierarchical struc-
tures. By favoring the importance of network versus hierarchies, Benkler’s goal is
to show how mankind can greatly appropriate shared infrastructures toward the
benefit of us all. This utopian angle is also balanced with a more realist political
economy of information understanding that often pushes hopes to a different path.
In the long run, companies often make use of a network economy discourse in order
to implement project-based performance and managerial tools that remain within
typical industrial structures. As Boltanski, Chiapello and Elliott (2005) contend,
management practices have greatly incorporated a so-called “neoliberal” rationale
in which network structures are often used in favor or corporations augmenting
profits while reducing the rights of the working class.

The first perspective overestimates the individual contrarily to the second, which
amplifies the collective action aspect. Whereas the first skeptical approach
emphasizes the individualist, rent-seeking behavior and some virtual loss of human
connection, the second over-stresses the potential of collective action, bottom-up
actions and freedom of expression. The first stream of thought seems perfect for the
realisation of profit-making endeavors, private goods and excludability, whereas the
second seems likely to flourish with non-profit firms, public or common goods and
non-excludability. Although this binary narrative is not always perceived like that6

in empirical settings, excessively hopeful and critical theoretical approaches can be
opposed to a certain extent.

To stay within cultural goods domain, music and movie streaming platforms are
exemplary cases of how recommendation systems instruct consumers on their
related interests. On a broader scale, recent cases of democratic disruption such as
fake news boosted by algorithms (Lee 2019) have also shown a facade of

5Techno-utopians typically describe a future reality in which the present conditions are improved
with the aid of technologies and machinery that make our lives better (Dickel and Schrape 2017).
Historically, different techno-utopias have been communicated, especially after the various
Industrial Revolutions. The latest object of techno-utopia is digitalisation and its tools:
crowdsourcing, blockchain, social media, etc. In contrast, critical perspectives have shown the
limits of this approach as often the basic conditions of production and consumption are not overall
changed after the introduction of new media devices.
6The advent of digitalisation and the information society as a precursor for flatter organisations is
most often an utopic assumption. Pragmatic outlooks such as Brown and Duguid (2000), for
instance, observe that a more balanced view is needed, given that desintermediation doesn’t
necessarily do away with intermediaries.
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digitalisation that depicts self-contained domains of interest and nudging political
support against democratic principles. Nevertheless, both examples cannot be put
together under the same scrutiny given that one is motivated by a somewhat liberal
in-demand consumption of music whereas the second case typically shades its
funding sources, which makes democratic principles convulse to a certain extent.

These are instances where the motivation of agents behind the actions matter as
they shape the infrastructures and their consequences. In the theory of institutional
analyses proposed by Ostrom (1990), the incentives of users with building up
collective or proprietary management of resources should be considered as they
base the rules and the management of resources put in place. Some digital resource
management tools can lead to collective-owned solutions whereas others can lead to
proprietary enclosed systems. What is more, digital tools can be organized under a
market domain where the exchange of supply and demand under certain rules
prevail, whereas others fit better under non-market domain where open source and
sharing cultural commons may prevail.

Just as in any “offline” domain, markets and non-market realms coexist with
realizing commercial and non-commercial purposes together. This is also the case
for online realms where tools for private realisation of goals coexist with publicly
motivated ones. As the next section depicts, digital platforms can realise these
commercial, non-commercial goals, and also a third case which entails a combi-
nation of both at once.

3 Digital Platforms: Commercial and Non-commercial
Uses

Since the seminal work of Elinor Ostrom on the institutional characteristics and
consequences of collective management of common resources, we know that the
“tragedy of the commons” (Hardin 1968) can be avoided once alternative
bottom-up management of resources emerges. Typically understood as rival and
non-excludable goods, natural resources can always be on the verge of depletion.
Alternatives exist for communities, countries and groups interested in maintaining
their resources available, despite the threats of “free-riding” and “rational-choice”7

action. With the dissemination of digital tools and social media websites, the
commons have also been associated with sharing resources other than natural ones,
such as knowledge, information, culture and heritage.

Cultural commons have been, thus, theorised as a derivation of the Institutional
Analysis and Development Framework (IAD) matured by Ostrom’s understanding
of Commons governance. In this realm, open-source alternatives, Wikipedia
(Madison et al. 2010), universities, “jam sessions” in music gathering, and other
similar cases in which a community of practice both establishes its own rules and

7The Rational-Choice Theory depicts among other assumptions, the homo-economicus behavior,
independent, utility-maximizer and rational for whom collective-dependent behavior would be
atypical.
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distributes ownership to a certain extent. The “new commons” (Hess 2008) exist
without pre-arranged institutional frameworks. Usually they share the premise of
implementing “joint ownership” which implies that non-proprietary systems are in
place. As Ostrom (2010) observes, much work remained to be done in order to better
grasp the institutional features of cultural commons, as these are common resources
that do not fall under the same tragedy of depletion.8 As Hess (2008) observes, these
types of “new commons” exist without pre-arranged institutional frameworks.

Cultural commons can be observed in the empirical cases of communities of
practices where open management standards guide the provision of goods. Within
online environments, these new commons are better off managed in shared
infrastructures driven by open-source ideals. This is the case for various
free-software movements, “hacker groups” (Himanen 2001; Coleman 2013), “free
culture” advocates (Lessig 2005) and other communities of practices where the
technical aspects of digitalisation are intertwined with the morals of distributed
networks.9 These communities have already been widely observed, described and
discussed as cases in which distributed systems lead to sharing knowledge and,
therefore, social surpluses of many sorts.10 Most often, these groups are aided by
online platforms that can act either as free repositories or, as proprietary websites.
The second case represents what we understand as “two-sided markets”.

On the other side of the digital spectrum, empirical and conceptual observations
have shown the emergence of two-sided market platforms, which act as match-
makers between supply and demand (Rochet and Tirole 2003): a typical function of
markets taken to the digital realm. Two-sided or multi-sided markets operate by
charging one or two parties for the service provided to all, a matchmaking service in
which suppliers more likely have better chances to meet their suppliers if
entry-barriers are low and price structure meets the willingness to pay of con-
sumers. In many cases (such as movies and music streaming platforms) the business
model and its price structure are sufficient to prevent unauthorized copying of
digital content. As such, platforms like eBay, Amazon, Spotify and others supply
private goods created by third parties by charging a fee for online services.

Two-sided platforms can also benefit projects with a common purpose and public
good characteristics as long as the matchmaking fee services are applied to one or
more parties involved in the transactions. In this sense, platforms do not withhold
content per se, but rather facilitate the transmission of amessage to other parties, peers
or consumers. Some examples of two-sided platforms that allow private goods, cul-
tural commons and calls with public good characteristics altogether are GoFundMe (a
donation crowdfunding website), Kiva (crowd-lending platform), Patreon (sub-
scription website for creatives) and Kickstarter (a reward-based platform).

8To cite the famous “Tragedy of the Commons” (Hardin 1968) essay, based on which Ostrom
(1990) develops an alternative analysis of how resources can be collectively organised in order to
bypass both depletion and the “individual-rational” behavior depicted by neoclassical economics.
9Its antipodal case for “open-source” solutions is any product organised under “proprietary”
systems.
10A comprehensive study about the heterogeneous groups that embody the notion of “new
commons” can be found in Hess (2008).
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Crowdfunding platforms can be interpreted as two-sided markets
(Viotto-da-Cruz 2015) regardless of its user’s motivations (commercial or
non-commercial). As any two-sided market, crowdfunding ones charge one party
for accessing consumers who buy suppliers’ products. More than that, crowd-
funding also charges suppliers of goods with no commercial value, whose raison
d’être is better associated with the “gift-economy” principles (Klamer 2003).
Crowdfunding, thus, acts as a singular case of a platform that articulates various
types of goods and their producers’ motivation. As long as suppliers pay the fees
concerning the platform services,11 both commercial and non-commercial projects
can be found (Table 1).

More than other types of digital tools, crowdfunding accepts a wide diversity of
products and motivations unlikely to happen in other similar cases. As the next
section shows, this fundraising tool originates from the larger picture of crowd-
sourcing which also allows both commercial and non-commercial goals to be
realised. In both cases of crowd-intervention, users can direct these tools to their
self-interest goal at the service or not of common-purpose results.

4 From Crowdsourcing to Crowdfunding

Much before crowdfunding emerged around 2004 with the platform ArtistShare,
crowdsourcing was already part of open-source groups,12 coding communities,
open-source engineers and software developers. For a long time, these communities
of practices operated through collective agency principles and non-monetary

Table 1 Taxonomy of types of goods according to the economic theory

Private and club goods Commons and quasi-public
goods

Type of
venture

Commercial ventures Non-commercial ventures

Incentives Monetary incentives Non-monetary incentives

Agency Individual agent Collective agent

Platform
role

Platforms as matchmaking supply and
demand

Platforms as matchmaking
collaboration

Motivation Crowdfunding for pre-ordering
in-demand products

Crowdfunding for supporting
social causes

Source Elaboration of the author
In some cases, crowdfunding calls can exert both commercial and non-commercial motivations at
the same time by offering a range of rewards that contain both products and gifts

11A fee applied to the total funds achieved by the call. Kickstarter, for instance, charges 5% fee.
12It should be noted that even before digitalisation, social historians and sociologists observed how
communities develop collective solutions for problems, such as Sennett (2012) depicted in his
work. His argument is that cooperation is necessary for prospering societies and welfare. This
essay, however, does not discuss pre-digitalisation periods.
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incentives, to a certain extent. Online coding practices such as the ones fostered by
GitHub platform ensure that knowledge is distributed and contributors can partic-
ipate in a project by either helping in the development of a code or using it for
future projects with the consent of the creators. Wikipedia also relies on dispersed
curatorship of knowledge to build a widely accessed information tool. Some of
these cases have been interpreted as a part of the so-called digital commons.

Firstly observed by Howe (2006), Crowdsourcing, simply put, “refers to the
process of taking tasks that would normally be delegated to an employee and
distributing them to a large pool of online workers, the ‘crowd,’ in the form of an
open call” (Felstiner 2011, p. 1). This activity can serve individuals, firms and,
especially, governments interested in the input of various people, amateurs or
volunteers willing to contribute13 (Brabham 2013). Such a participative online task
may encompass monetary or non-monetary incentives, as both for-profit and
not-for-profit ventures can benefit from it. Even though, sharing knowledge is part
of most of open-source communities, “crowdsourcing” has been mostly associated
with for-profit ventures and paid collective labor via online means. The case from
Lego company (Schlagwein and Bjorn-Andersen 2014), for instance, shows that
firms can provide complimentary incentives and, hence, benefit from a collective
way of open innovation.

Within communities where this consists in the main mode of interaction for
problem-solving, the unpaid/volunteer form of crowdsourcing is the main way
through which innovative ideas and quick problem-solving happens. In cases of
paid crowdsourcing (either via monetary incentives or prizes), outsourcing
problem-solving can both connect firms with highly skilled consumers who can
better assess the use of a product,14 and provide remuneration to a project-based
type of labor. Especially the paid crowdsourcing makes emerge new discussions
with regard to open innovation systems and distributed intellectual property.15

Crowdsourcing combines bottom-up and top-down mechanisms, allowing both
firms and governments to guide requests and receive crowd’s support as an answer.
From the supply perspective, incentives are quite clearer as finding rapid and clever
solutions can be less costly if more people are involved (Schenk and Guittard
2011). Moreover, companies can rely on the knowledge, expertise and motivation
of many while engaging with a motivated audience and ensuring, to a certain
extent, demand in the long run. From the demand side point of view, incentives are
also clear: money, engagement in a community or peer recognition through prizes.

13Examples of Hackathons (hacker marathons) conducted in various countries show the collective
action of engineers and software developers toward the creation of applications, websites and
solutions for public policy, firms and other institutions. Typically, Hackathons can be considered
as a successful case of crowdsourcing that uses cultural common resources (such as knowledge
and information) for public or private purposes.
14This largely contradicts the widely discussed notion in Economics that sellers know better and
therefore quality assurance is of difficult signaling from the seller’s point of view.
15Researchers such as Felstiner (2011) have observed the trade-offs of this labor contract.
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Notwithstanding, the great majority of entrepreneurs lack funds to implement
innovative ideas or to even start-up their operations. As Khavul et al. (2013)
observe, banks find it difficult to serve the poor or informal ventures, so the funding
gap ends up being partially covered by microfinance institutions, for instance, the
ones based on crowdfunding. By enabling seeding entrepreneurship and innovation,
crowdfunding supports entrepreneurs who are caught in a funding gap to start-up
their projects (Bruton et al. 2014). For creative sectors, where labor informality is
usually high, the low transaction costs and fast crowd support can become a
short-term solution for “DIY” artists, independent creators and amateurs, besides
the more business-oriented cases. For various reasons,16 the cultural sector is much
affected by the lack of financial resources to support their operations. It’s within this
realm that crowdfunding succeeds to attract the cultural sectors.

4.1 Crowdfunding Mechanisms and Definitions

The crowdfunding mechanism works by offering an online place for a campaign
manager that seeks funds during a period of approximately 30–90 days. By stip-
ulating a goal, the backers would be invited to contribute to the project within this
timeframe and later expect rewards from their monetary contribution. If the online
campaign succeeds by reaching its goal, the backers receive their expected rewards
and the project managers carry on with the project. If not, typically, backers receive
their contributions back. These transactions are mediated by a website17 that gather
funds, standardize communication and provide a web page where entrepreneurs and
supporters concentrate their attention and other benefits depending on the platform
services. As such, the model contributes to reduce the transaction costs of com-
munication, administration and information searching, some of the features already
observed by Agrawal et al. (2015).

Crowdfunding can be defined as a rapid and relatively open way of sharing ideas
and asking people to contribute with money in exchange for a reward (tangible,
intangible, monetary or non-monetary). One of the most cited definitions says that
“Crowdfunding involves an open call, mostly through the Internet, for the provision
of financial resources either in the form of donation or in exchange for the future
product or some form of reward to support initiatives for specific purposes” (Bel-
leflamme et al. 2014, p. 588). This funding model can quickly react to the pushed
supply by long-tail producers. Amateurs who wish to professionalise their activities,
small-scale projects, artists, independent creators and start-ups in the making can
use this funding tool to subsidize at least initial operations or expansions depending

16Empirical data shows the effect of budget cuts in the cultural sector since 2008 in the aftermath
of the economic crisis. Copic et al. (2013), for instance, show this impact in the EU member states.
17Kickstarter is so far one of the most well-known websites for this purpose (Mollick 2014).
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on the development phase of an idea. Crowdfunding is, thus, an example of creative
ventures realised in the “long-tail”18 (Anderson 2006).

Up to this date, crowdfunding remains an important and stable tool for a wide
range of specific purposes, especially the ones associated with cultural commons
and some degree of collective participation. Given the specific characteristics found
in these online calls, the next section selects the most relevant qualities to better
support the emergence and maintenance of cultural commons, especially for the arts
and creative industries.

4.2 Aspects of Crowdfunding Fostering the Emergence
of Cultural Commons

As a non-market expansion of a market practice, some of crowdfunding features are
more applicable to the “new commons” than others. Crowdfunding is not neces-
sarily a cultural commons per se, but rather a tool that allows—among other pur-
poses—that cultural commons become easily realised because of its digital features
and diversity of expressions. The features described below are selected to represent
how this funding scheme better represents the case for the public good, quasi-public
good and common resources that require collective engagement for sharing
knowledge, information and culture.

(a) Stability: due to the established design of platforms, these websites provide a
relatively stable and open environment where the “rules of the game” hardly
change. Crowdfunding has a modus operandi that suffers modifications with
regard to its models rather than projects.

(b) Anti-gatekeeping19: crowdfunding platforms offer matchmaking of supply and
demand with bypassing traditional market players. In most cases, traditional
gatekeeping matters for quality assurance. However, in these cases, artists and
creatives might not be able to reach a typical industrial organisation in their
sectors.

(c) Diversity of expressions: when governments do not address the need of groups
and populations, or when firms fail to provide goods that meet expected
demands, crowdfunding can be useful to surge bottom-up solutions for prob-
lems of representation in both commercial and non-commercial cases. For
commercially driven projects, this is mostly represented by the hypothesis of

18Especially in the case of cultural and creative sectors, which mostly utilize the so-called
“reward-based model” (Mollick 2014). In this model, suppliers only offer rewards in exchange for
money, but not any profit-sharing operation. Besides offering tangible and intangible rewards,
suppliers also accept charitable contributions that do not request rewards in return. As the
European Commission report (2017) observes, the cultural sectors tend to prefer this type of
crowdfunding model.
19Certifiers and gatekeepers are used in the sense given by Caves (2000) as part of an industry
structure that retains information and selects the suppliers who are able to access certain markets.
As we argue in this chapter, crowdfunding can, to a certain extent, bypass such institutions in the
short-run.
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the “long-tail” which contends the importance of digitalisation to foster market
exchanges in niche realms.

(d) Time-perspective: with regard to the timeframe, crowdfunding imposes the
urgency for supporters to engage before the end of the campaign. If it reaches
the goal, social benefits can be expected; if not, the money is returned to the
backer. The time dimension in these campaigns runs faster than any govern-
ment or bank funds, which can be helpful for charitable causes and collective
solutions that require immediate action.

(a) Non-rival access: access to the campaign has virtually no barriers, which means
that simultaneous engagements happen in a non-rival manner. After the cam-
paign finishes and the exhibition takes place, the rivalry is subject to the
over-consumption of the good,20 which hardly happens in reality.

(b) Semi-excludability: with regard to “willingness to pay”, supporters can choose a
range of rewards and their respective prices. One can contribute with one dollar
or more depending on their will to represent their engagement with a monetary
value. When all contributions are made, the platform benefits from extracting a
percentage of the total amount in order to maintain the activity of the website
running with a stable system. This means that excludability does not relate to
one single price, but to a range of different prices which, as a result, reduces the
excludability component of crowdfunding calls.

(c) Social surplus: the bottom-up “crowd’s” participation happens on the basis of
money contribution on a platform, which denotes a minimal barrier for par-
ticipation. However, because the social benefits spill over and contribution is
also non-monetary,21 the collective action is not confined to the Internet. As a
consequence, collective action happens before, during and after the crowd-
funding campaign. Once a socially driven cause is put forward or a niche finds
its way in any potential market, social surpluses can be expected.

(d) Risk-sharing: especially for common resources where management is dispersed
and institutional rules are collectively decided, risk attributions should follow
the same pattern. In crowdfunding schemes, the risk is shared to the extent that
if contributors do not contribute, demand may not be met because the good is
not yet available in the market or because a hypothetical non-commercial
project does not have other means to exist. And so, if suppliers do not supply,
consumers do not consume.

Additionally, the platform also bears the risk of failure considering that its oper-
ations depend on successful fundraising campaigns. If that does not happen, platforms
cease to exist unless they are based on charitable gift-giving by third parties.

20The “good” mentioned here is access to the exhibition only.
21For instance, by sharing the campaign online, taking part in the offline activities and supporting
the organisation of collective action.
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If these features are in place, crowdfunding can be used for “commons resource
management”22—with the resource representing both (a) the access to cultural
goods and (b) its way of managing it. By focusing on the function of such
infrastructures, the managerial aspect of such tools becomes evident with, in theory,
the reduction of transaction costs for producers. As much as the Internet in
Frischmann’s (2007) view is a commercial, public and social infrastructure, so
crowdfunding is too—to the extent that it remains a tool with low-entry barriers.

In theory, the multiple-function of digital tools generates positive externalities by
providing access to resources that otherwise would be allocated solely via indi-
vidual willingness to pay. Because prices do not always match what is offered (due
to the charitable aspect of the campaign), we can assume the existence of social
surpluses. As a consequence, says Frischmann (2007), the diffusion of small-scale
positive externalities could potentially generate aggregate social welfare. This is
possible in light of a stable environment where the mechanisms are somewhat
understood, shared and perennial yet subject to collective change (Ostrom 1990).
The online form of crowdfunding can be regarded as a relatively stable structure,
independent of typical state-market alternatives and rooted in the bottom-up dis-
persed, large-scale action. Those are the main features that support the emergence
and continuity of cultural commons in the digital realm.

5 Conclusion

By moving away from glorified dilettantism of what technological progress can
ideally provide, this essay has chosen the unpretentious path of unveiling the
features of digital tools, common resources and their relation to the phenomena of
crowdsourcing and crowdfunding. It firstly takes a historical route to describe the
emergence of digitalisation, two main approaches and its derivations into more
individualist or collectivist interpretations. And despite the criticised technological
determinism of the aforementioned authors, this essay observes that the structures
through which interaction happens are of much importance to understand the
meanings attributed to them. As a typical two-sided market with non-market
implications, crowdfunding is hybrid case of platform that allows a wide range of
projects to happen and due to its technical features, cultural commons can greatly
benefit from the low-entry barrier, low transaction costs and crowd validation that it
proportionates. Especially for cases in which collective action is needed or when
traditional routes for funding seem unreachable, this tool can facilitate the
achievement of common goals. Much research is still needed in order to observe the
limitations of this tool with regard to solving “funding gaps” or outreaching new
networks. Nonetheless, it seems vital to take into account that the emergence of new

22This notion is supported on the premise that commons-resource-management is based on
openness, does not discriminate who accesses and does not depend on the approval of a third party
(Frischmann 2007).
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digital platforms has helped cultural commons to thrive in the digital environments
as much as any commercially driven solution.
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Experiences of Commons Between
Antagonisms and Strategies



From Urban Commons to Commoning
as Social Practice

Federica Antonucci

Abstract

A good city is like a good party, people stay longer than really necessary,
because they are enjoying it. The vibes of places matter, feelings and perceptions
play a crucial role in leading people’s choices and behaviours when it comes to
public space. Indeed, pages have been spent in addressing to the concept of
atmosphere in social life a somewhat function. In this chapter, I will try to
investigate why collective moods arise and to what extent they are effective in
making and maintaining specific kind of urban communalities. In discussing the
conditions of such processes, we should refer to what has been identified by
David Harvey with the name of commoning. How different actors join together
in a common governance of a certain public space? Or to put it differently, which
resources contribute to increase social capital in a given urban setting?

1 Introduction to Public Space

In a situation where deep transformations cross contemporary societies and affect
cities and their population, a crucial challenge seems to enrich and better articulate
the public sphere. Public sphere comprehends a variety of realms, nonetheless
political, social and infrastructural activities that take place on it. Public space is a
paramount and crucial setting for social life. What happens there seems to have no
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equals. As a matter of fact, over the last years and increasingly at fast pace, public
space is returning to be stage of claims (Mitchell 1995). Far in the past, public
squares were an example of encounter and exchange according to the Greek idea of
agora and the Roman Forum. Nowadays, we deal with a somewhat public space
renaissance: after a persistent tendency which led spaces to be space of represen-
tation of governments rather than people and citizens, they are returning to be sites
of resistance.

Consequently, planning public space becomes a complex and multifaceted duty:
the usage and management of public space are functional to the production of sane
and vibrant public sphere. The dichotomy between public space and public sphere
is a recurring theme throughout urban studies’ history: Michel de Certau in “The
Practice of everyday life” highlights the paramount dual dimension of public space
that he divides in ‘place’ and ‘space’. Whereas the former involves a degree of
physicality, the latter, instead, refers to ‘a performed place’. To put it differently, he
draws the attention to the ways in which people create their own meaning of space,
individually or collectively, through their specific behaviours in space and put them
to use (De Certau 1984). Indeed, the public space analysed in this paper combines
features of physicality and public dimension as site of interaction and social
practices.

2 Life in Public Space

Public space is made by streets, squares, parks, bridges and those dimensions are
the ones we live more frequently. As everyone else, dwellers of any city wake up in
the morning whether to go working or to school or somewhere else and to do so, all
of us at a certain point walk on a soil of public space. If this is certainly true,
questions about the meaning we address to the living of public space and our
behaviours often arise. How do we live public space? Citizens’ habits have changed
over the years: it has become increasingly easy to find among citizens a general and
depressive unsatisfaction and unhappiness, caused by the co-existence of many
factors which has led to a mistrust and disaffection to the public life.

The new urban models’ development strategies are part of this process and have
brought to a substantial decrease in the quality of urban life. The kind of world it
has built has brought society to a situation of mass alienation (Harvey 2012). Most
people are not satisfied of their jobs anymore, dwellers are stuck in their cities’
routine made of working hours, quick lunches and traffic. It seems that a general
feeling of senselessness in what people do on a daily basis is taking over and within
this daily grid, people have lost their will to interact and to socialize. It is also true
that over the last years, city planners seem to have forgotten the importance of open
and accessible spaces to the public and even when they actually did not, the risk of
falling in the trap of pleasant, good looking but useless areas, is very high.
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Undoubtably, many spectacular—and often partly publicly funded—urban
projects in cities among the world have been developed winking to market and real
estate forces. An example can be found in the Vessel project carried out in New
York City. Lately, the city of New York has been scenario for a notable project
which has involved the Hudson Yard area within a broader Manhattan regeneration
project’s costed 25 billion dollars. The Thomas Heatherwick–designed public
installation, inspired in part by Indian stepwells, expands from a minimal footprint
at the bottom to a 150-feet-wide diameter at the peak. The intentions behind the
piece have well stated the desire to create a monument in Hudson Yards that
engages, not overshadows, the surrounding towers, and a ‘living room’ for the
public and residents who call the new neighbourhood home.

At the end of the project, residents have been asked to give feedback and assess
the success of the Vessel and albeit dazzled by the physical structure, main concerns
were addressed to the social utility of it. This conclusion lets us think that citizens’
needs and desires are not correctly interpreted by the administrations and city
planners, and not answered. In both cases, the supply and demands are far from the
equilibrium point. Indeed, high-quality public spaces would encourage people to
communicate and collaborate with each other, and to participate in public life.

In addition to this, consumerism forces have forged and drive citizens’ beha-
viours and pushed them to the extent of a perpetual sense of unsatisfaction. Our
societies rely on a strict economic system based on the assessment of values in
monetary terms. What has no price, has no value because only the market deter-
mines price and values, while anything that stands apart from or against it is not just
value-less but market-distorting (Standing 2019). We live in hyper-marketing
society and current urban economies are still too far from the achievement of sane
and vital social urban dimensions. Generally speaking, the standard economic
approach to urban transition takes into account quantitative expansions by situating
consumers in the last stage of the process: the growth and the size of the economy,
the number of jobs and the exchangeable resources on the market that entail the
government to be competitive on the international level. Consequently, such
endeavours have brought people to be rigidly tied to market forces and being
extremely dependent to exchange values.

In light of this, progressively an increasing number of scholars, practitioners and
activists are attempting to elucidate why contemporary cities should require a new
understanding of economics and culture able to overcome the economic framework
in which our societies are now inscribed.

Consumers who happen to be primarily citizens should no longer be located at
the final stage of the economic process. The assessment of space’s production
should be no longer based on a somewhat cost-benefits analysis, where rather much
more attention should be addressed towards the external benefits deriving from an
even and conscious use of public soil. Nowadays, we are in search of an alternative
meaning to those provided by the monetary calculus and simple economic value:
we are again desiring of being owner of our past, present and future.
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3 Public Goods and Public Interest

Saskia Sassen argues who owns the city in an era of corporatising access and
control over urban land and corporate buying whole pieces of cities, which is
transforming the small and public into large and private across so many cities
around the world? (Sassen 2001). Interdisciplinary intellectuals and a range of
social movements reclaim control over decisions about how the city develops and
grows and to promote greater access to urban spaces and collective resources for all
cities’ inhabitants. In other words, the right to the city, as articulated by the French
philosopher Henry Lefebvre, which has manifested in efforts by progressive urban
policymakers around the world to give more power to city inhabitants in shaping
urban spaces (Foster and Iaione 2016). Those collective resources are not meant just
as spaces and infrastructures, but also as an array of services and goods that belong
to the citizenship. The term ‘collective’ sounds crucial in this analysis. Collective
refers to something keen to be shared among a community interested in taking care
of that certain good, because its use brings to a positive effect at ‘collective’ level.
Within the economic theory, those goods are publicly provided and known as
public goods. These ones respond to a dual feature: they are typically non-rivalrous
and non-excludable: meaning that one’s individual consumption of a good or
service does not prevent another individual from consuming the same good; sec-
ondly, that if any person X in a group Xn…X,…X consumes it, it cannot feasibly be
withheld from the others in that group (Cowen 1985).1

Typical public goods are national defence, healthcare systems, infrastructures of
many sorts, education, culture and the arts. These goods’ analysis encounters a
major problem of inefficiency, namely the issue of ‘free riding’ and the difficulty of
reaching the optimal provision. The problem with goods that are ‘public’ is that
society needs them even if they fail in the market. In fact, lately the provision of
these services and goods of public interests has been increasingly left aside by
public administrations. So, what happens when the State fails in public goods
provision? Which strategies and actors enter in the scene?

Grassroot movements, political actors, new forms of public-private collabora-
tions are the new agents and shareholders dealing with this problem. Lately, if our
societies have been experiencing, on the one hand, that fact that public goods’
provision is considered highly risky due to its unprofitability and tends to

1The equivalence, public space-public good, has been explored by different scholars in accordance
to different approaches. Among the others Ilaria Vitellio expresses it clearly in her text “Spazi
Pubblici come beni comuni”; she explains that in order to split up the double dimension of space,
the economic theory comes to help. In fact, before defining space as economic good, crucial is to
deeply understand its nature. Indeed, spaces have a multifaceted identity: a physical place where
things can happen and a place to craft a collective moral code. Among the theories that have
influenced the practice of planning, the one adopting public goods’ glance seems to be the most
efficient. In fact, it allows to translate the physical dimension in economic features and to transmit
the public dimension of space in the figure of the State and a modern citizenship. Indeed, the first
characteristics, i.e. being the place of and for all can be read as non-excludability and non-rivalrous
features of public goods (Vitellio 2005).
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inefficiency, on the other, a strong desire of publicness is spreading throughout the
citizenship. In fact, spottily (but more and more congenial to new societies) worthy
initiatives are flourishing all over even though they often remain undeveloped due
to either lack of representation or hostility in accepting them from the top. How-
ever, this imperfect overlapping could be greatly matched by increasing the amount
of the so-called social capital, bridging bottom-up initiatives and top-down inter-
ventions. In this view, the development process based on horizontal subsidiarity2

principles and addressed towards the generation of non-conventional public ser-
vices can be seen as both necessary as challenging and unproductive. I found in
scholars as Frischmann and Donolo interesting approaches in defining and studying
collective resources’ management by shifting point of view. When it comes to
public goods, arguments are usually focused on the supply side, leaving unan-
swered many questions. On the contrary, a demand-side approach could pave the
way for new insights; for example, we could start asking ‘What drives the demand
side of these resources?’ and yet ‘How should demand-side drivers affect public
policy?’ (Frischmann 2013). Indeed, over the last years a different demand of public
goods, i.e. social cohesion, sustainability and sociability, has emerged led by new
desires and needs to cope societal issues and to reconstruct a renovated public
sphere (Donolo 2005).

Put it this way, a demand-side approach should facilitate a better understanding
of the reasons why over the last years although plenty of initiatives have emerged,
the most of them have resulted in unfruitful dialogue among public authorities and
society. This has led to reactions from civil society, sometimes ending in abandoned
or neglected spaces occupied illegally. Among many examples are Teatro Valle
Occupato of Rome and MACAO of Milan.3 Good examples of such a situation are
those participatory experiences in which great investments in terms of analysis of
public needs and hearing of social requests have poor and expected results. In the
public goods’ provision scenario, a school of thought has strongly argued that a

2The debate on subsidiarity is still evolving, albeit its pivotal role. The most recent definition
highlights the importance of a strategic interdependency among civil society and public
administrations at local level in order to explore new possibilities of integration to cope urban and
societal challenges. Horizontal subsidiarity plays in a wide range of actions, involving at different
scale and levels public administration and social actors (Foster and Iaione 2016).
3Respectively, Teatro Valle Occupato and Macao of Milano are two different examples which
point out how a range of actions are undertaken by civic society to raise voice against privatisation
and unmet needs. On 5 May 2012, a group of artists and professionals in the field of culture have
occupied a 33-storeys abandoned skyscraper, which soon became Macao or “The New Centre for
Arts, Culture and Research”. Same fate awaited Teatro Valle in Rome, when back in 2011 a
theatre of the Eighteenth century was occupied in the heart of Rome. The theatre had closed that
year after the abolition of Ente Teatrale Italiano, which was the main public funding body within
the Italian Theatre sector. In this case, the occupation was supposed to last few days, but instead
the theatre has remained occupied for three years, until 11 August 2014, and by that time, the
occupants, who defined their selves as “communards”, developed a range of activities based on
arts and culture.
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co-governance model made by more actors (institutions, civil society) for the
production of public goods should be necessary and this is the case, for example, of
the cities as Bologna or Mantova. The idea of commons arises in this context:
commons refers to all shared natural resources—including forests, parks, water—
and all the social, civic and cultural institutions.

4 Introductions to Commons

Commons in modern times encompasses natural resources and yet public services
and amenities, social justice systems but mostly our cultural and intellectual life,
this means of course that social relations could be considered commons as well. Let
me explain this latter. Literally, commons signifies something that is shared and
universal, of general understanding and stake. Lately, the word ‘commons’ has
been increasingly associated with the collective activity of working in the com-
mons: even in the Magna Charta,4 the idea of commoning as fundamental aspect of
the commons as place where the commoners undertake collective actions, is par-
ticularly stressed. According to this fact, we can conclude that commons can be any
setting where communal activities happen. To put it in other words, without
community, commons have no reason to exist and thus without community com-
mons do not exist (Standing 2019). The role of communities is crucial in the
production of commons due to the intrinsic features of them that is that they need to
be thought as reproduction resources rather than a thing tending to depletion.

The idea of commons is certainly rooted in our culture, and when we mention
the commons, we do refer also to a private property on which the non-owners have
certain rights and uses. Let me define the non-owners as commoners and indicate
their use and rights as usufructuary right.5 In fact, some of the commons can be seen
as areas where albeit people live, they do not own the land, but still they benefit
from it. Indeed, the important point when it comes to commons is that also the

4The Magna Charta is a document dated 1217: the charter placed implicit limits on the exploitation
of natural resources and paid attention to the need to reproduce and preserve those resources.
5Specifically, with regard to the Italian framework, it is possible to recognize different approaches
in terms of collective ownership: public goods and the so-called collective properties. If we think
about the commons as ethic and civil value, both of the ownership’s models can be encompassed
in these two definitions. However, attention must be put towards the concept of collective
properties, which origins from the idea of “civic uses”. This particular case finds its roots in a
crucial historical function: indeed, first of all they are the legacy of an ancient tradition of
collective resources’ shared management, which highlights the community’s value in spite of the
individual dimension. Secondly, civic uses taught us that a forward looking contribute to avoid
depletion and the tragedy of commons. Civic uses both in public and administrative law, presents
the collective rights of use and enjoyment of certain goods as one of the three cases which,
together with the state property and the property itself, craft the notion of public property (Capone
2018).
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non-owners have right to share it. The notion of common good finds its origin in a
dual principle: on the one hand, it has to do with public interest, whereas on the
other, it deals with the sustainability of our resources. On a political level, we are
more interested in the first element. A common good is indeed the citizenship
backbone and strictly related to the human being community well-being (Settis
2012). Interestingly enough, one of the first recall within a political context to this,
appears in the U.S. Declaration of Independence (1776), where it was claimed that
the purpose of governments was to secure the rights that all people have to ‘Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’. That declaration ushered in a new era for
governments and peoples across the globe with aspirations of liberty and happiness
(Musikanki and Polley 2016). With regard to the theory of Commons, for many
times, this latter was considered whatsoever opposed to the pursuit of happiness,
since the notion of commons positions itself in contradiction with private property’s
principles in the individualistic framework of exclusive rights.

According to Howard Kaminsky, this dichotomy has been strengthened over the
years due to societies ‘features and beliefs: he argues that the commons goods’
culture is for its nature elitist, whereas the proletariat individualism as leading factor
of masses’ pursuit of happiness results in a more diffused and easily embraceable
idea for most of the people (Kaminsky 2003). If this can be valid for the American
society Kaminsky knows and lives, it also true that such juxtaposition does not fit
with the genealogy and nature of the common goods and the pursuit of happiness.
On contrast, the theory of commons does not deny the pursuit of individual hap-
piness, which finds its realisation in the collective effort. Plato argues that individual
happiness can be reached by setting general and shared rules among individuals,
which find expression in something capable of making feel people included and
recognized: happiness is achieved in the good governance of the civil community
which must be considered in its entirety. If the private owners become hostile
instead of allies, they will drag themselves and the whole city to ruin, ultimately
removing its part of happiness. Aristotle as well, although with a different per-
spective identifies the happy life—that is what nowadays we can detect as the good
quality of urban and social life—with a better polis: that is to say, ‘a polis brave,
wise and just’. In order for the polis to be so, paramount is the absence of contrasts
among individuals: polis and individual happiness are perfectly overlapped. Over
the twelfth century, Tommaso D’Aquino follows in the reasoning stressing the idea
of ‘bonum commune civitatis’, which by nature overcomes the individual ‘bonum
commune’ due to the intrinsic human being’s social feature (Settis 2012).

In this view, public happiness becomes a compulsory ingredient to accrue the
quality of urban life, empowering and giving back collective, and thus individual,
rights to the citizenship.

To say it with Standing: ‘there is something comforting about the commons:
their quality of just being there, part of our society, that adds to our sense of
belonging’ (Standing 2019).
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5 Urban Common as Re-appropriation Strategy

Urban commons are such a wide topic, which moves its first steps from the notion
of Commons as developed by Nobel Prize Elinor Ostrom. Applying the theory of
Commons to the urban studies seems making a little of sense, due to the intrinsic
characteristics of commons themselves. Typically, when referring to Commons, we
do refer to natural resources such as fisheries, forests, grazing areas (Elinor 2006),
namely common pool resources (herein after CPRs). Indeed, as both Hardin6 and
Ostrom explain, CPRs are characterised by the fact that they are non-excludable but
rivalrous,7 that is to say that the use of these resources by one person diminishes
what is left for others to use. So, dealing with CPRs means addressing free-riding
challenges. According to her, CPRs are resources that appropriators can use but
whilst doing so, they contribute to diminish its value.

Within the urban studies, the notion of commons has been applied to cities and
space, defining the urban commons as collectively shared resources that are subject
to the same rivalry and free-rider problems. Therefore, when it comes to the urban
level, more questions than solutions arise in terms of rules and ties that could
weaken free-riding behaviours. Now, a sublevel in theory of Commons can be
identified with subtractive and non-subtractive resources, that is to say that
non-subtractive resources are those whose use does not reduce other consumers’
benefits. This is the case of knowledge, for instance: using shared knowledge does
not affect the pool ‘knowledge’, unless legal tools as property rights, copyrights and
licenses do not regulate this (Landes 2019). Consequently, is this distinction
applicable to the urban context? If we consider the urban domain, on the one hand,
we should take into account elements such as roads and infrastructural systems,
therefore, since the available space for traffic diminishes by adding an additional
car, we can argue that we are dealing with a subtractive resource (Kornberger and
Berch 2015). Yet, on the other hand, how could a city be a city without inhabitants
using and living it? How could a public space be called public, if denied to the
inhabitants? So, changing perspective, it won’t be wrong arguing that the act of
consuming the space contributes to increase its value rather than decreasing it. At
this point, we could say that the value of space depends on additional factors than
space itself that are proximity and density: proximity to other buildings and density
of activities. That is to say that surrounding adjectives give light to it and the
relation of space with other elements make it worthwhile (Howard 1965).

6The idea of commons comes down from the past and moves its first steps from Garret Hardin’s
famous article “The tragedy of commons”. The seminal paper by Hardin represents the threshold
beyond which every discussion was brought, emphasizing the controversial issues related to the
delicate balance between benefits and costs.
7Rivalry and excludability are features belonging to all economic goods’ categories. According to
their nature, i.e. public, private or club goods, those two characteristics may change. As far as
concern CPRs, they are not excludible but rivalrous. This means that one’s individual consumption
of a good or service does not prevent others from consuming the same good, whereas being
rivalrous means that the use of these resources by one person diminishes what is left for others to
use.
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This made me reflect that within the city context, the only way to think about
commons is as relational common, where on contrast, usage and consumption
practices are a constitutive part of the production of the urban commons itself:
consuming space is indeed a form of production. Are children playing in public
gardens depleting that space? Are skaters using or abusing car parks? As many
times happens, such a discrepancy marks theory and practice.

In fact, looking at the last years urban commons have been adopted as
re-appropriation strategy of neglected, abandoned and many times denied public
space. The use of space has become paramount in the claiming for essential and
primary rights to the city, rights that are not affected by commodified financial and
political urban stakes. The urban commons are born to produce an accessible and
open space to the public and indeed to put it with Ostrom’s words, the appropriators
highlight its value—physical and symbolic—as key access to shared resources with
the aim of re-creating a sense of publicness. This process raises many problems in
terms of governance and rights’ allocation among the users.

In claiming such spaces as common goods, what emerges is a new relationship
between the world of people and the world of goods, for many times deeply
entrusted to market logics. According to this view, the accent is no longer placed on
the owner; in contrast, it falls on the role that a certain good plays in the society
(Rodotà 2012). The debate on commons is nourished by the experiences of
grassroot movements that give back subjectivity to widespread urban goods
threatened by financial or real estate speculation. The relationship between political
spaces and citizenship, understood as a practice of democracy, as a set of acts rather
than as a stable condition (Nielsen and Isin 2008), constitutes one of the leitmotifs
with respect to the growing privatisation and profitability of the collectively pro-
duced value.

As Mitchell shows, urban movements always demand a space of representation,
a space where the agenda of public discourse can be challenged or re-directed by
raising voice in the political forum (Calhoun 1992). In this sense, we can say that
urban spaces are appropriated as public spaces, political spaces for debate and
production of discourses. The right to having rights seems to take shape above all in
the right to access public space under practical and symbolic forms.

6 The Need of Social and Shared Practices

Imagining the city as cobweb, kept together by strands, we can picture the com-
mons as an aggregation node within it. The knots within a weave can hold the
various threads of a fabric together, but too large or intricate knots can also grab the
surface of the fabric. In the city, the nodes are made up of disparate elements with a
strong distinctive character. The knots are the spots around which public and social
life are articulated and those knots take place in public space.
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Therefore, if urban public space remains the site where public life is consumed
and the imagination and sense of identity of citizens are shaped, what is still
missing is a proper investment to stimulate urban quality, which apparently has
more to do with a cultural and social investment rather than economic. It cannot be
expected that a culture of living together can flourish if the raw material of the
community offers ever more torn and degraded scenes. In recent theories on urban
space and the measurement of its quality, reference is often made to the presence of
shared practices.

Why do shared practices seem so relevant in the urban quality discourse? We all
agree that social and cultural quality both in public spaces and in cities are hardly
measurable, and this seems one of the reasons why policymakers, for example,
struggle to detect them and unleash it. At the same time, ideas are important as well.
Successful ideas deriving from ongoing discourse have the power to make them-
selves realisable and able to be disseminated (Collins 2004).

Cities need to be empowered by activating their space through citizenship,
cultivating a practical method that allows this process. If we agree on this, we can
identify the practices that people share as encouraging ways to achieve this result
(Klamer 2016). A practice denotes what people do in a given society and it is
descriptive and reproductive of certain discourse.8 Indeed, the city is above all a
matter of practice, of giving shape to a common feeling in the urban space. In fact,
space can be defined as the projection of social relationships and as a challenge in
building a shared future (Cellamare 2018). In fact, the production of a common
appears not only at the beginning and end of production but also in the middle,
since the production processes themselves are collaborative and communicative
commons (Hard and Negri 2009).

For a truly good life, it seems crucial to rely on different values than purely
economic ones. We could also say that economic value is instrumental for the
achievement of others like social and cultural values. Indeed, it seems that objec-
tives as reciprocity, friendship, relationships and co-creation, in general, cannot be
determined just with merely quantitative measures. People generate a range of
goods and services by getting involved in networks, actions and activities and the

8At the beginning of the French Revolution, healthy and sanitary conditions in France were
miserable as in the rest of Europe and the Country was in need of reforms, yet a deep economic
crisis was at the core of the institutional stakes. Right after the end of the Middle-Age, the black
plague ended to murder a third of the European population and when, thereafter, cities started to
grow again in terms of inhabitants and dimension, hygienic conditions were still a legacy of the
previous era. In London due to the high rate of population growth, new housing solutions were
required, and more houses meant more pollution, contributing to increase the already existing
unhealthy environment. A common belief addressed the risk of infection to airborne contagious,
whereas the epidemy cause needed to be found in the streets’ cleaning standards. Just then, a
bunch of engineers realized that in order to overcome that decay, by acting as city’s craftsmen,
they could have been entitled to provide better life’s conditions. Therefore, new smooth flooring
flourished throughout cities with the aim of facilitate the cleaning. This is just to say that the
underlying belief was that, by making the streets cleaner, inhabitants would have been less keen to
make them dirty again, producing a sense of stewardship for something of common interest. And
so it was (Sennett 2018).
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outcomes produced contribute to keep the city vibrant and while improving the
social quality of life,9 i.e. by getting closer with the neighbours cleaning the streets
or the public garden, they play a role in increasing the general wealth of the city. As
a consequence, the issue cities face is to cultivate a practical method that allows for
making urban qualities substantive.

At this point, following the above reasoning upon the rise of urban commons
and shared practices increasingly spread all over the city, we should investigate
whether differences or similarities exist between the two. Actually, when speaking
of urban commons, we do refer to the relation capital registered in urban produc-
tion, the so-called positive externalities that are anything but the territorial rela-
tionships among individuals: those relationships rely basically on features as
proximity, reciprocity, collaboration and mutual exchange. The relational value
collectively produced by the space is, therefore, central to thinking, identifying and
claiming commons starting from the urban context.

It is precisely in the context of commons movements’ that the concept of
commoning starts to circulate and to be brought into focus with greater clarity.
Also, in the analysis of the urban commons, it seems clear that the dichotomy
subject/object is absorbed in a whole element: the community who produces and
takes care of the commons is simultaneously producer and consumer, according to
Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1968).

In this sense, the urban commons seem to share features with the intangible
assets of public interest: besides the characteristics of non-rivalry and
non-exclusion, they also share the features of being a non-established and fixed
community, based on the fluidity and the irregularity of the variety of relationships
existing with the resource. In light of the emersion of these communities not strictly
related to the spatial fixity and proximity, the urban commons in many ways are
similar to the commons of the intangible, especially when we refer to spaces aimed
at producing cultural and social outcome. These spaces of production, although
locally positioned, generate relationships spread all over the city. In this vein, it is
possible to identify the practice of commoning as shared practice. That being said,
to develop shared practices, clearly a supportive environment able to foster the
intersection of the cultural and social sphere, which ultimately benefit the urban
economy and would position cities in a more civilised system, is needed.

However, some cities are succeeding in this process, whereas others do not. So,
it seems interesting reflecting upon the actors able to undertake the initiative in
developing them.

In the following pages, we will analyse the role of social dynamics and collective
actions in the creation of the so-called social value extracted and produced within
the commoning framework. Furthermore, we will observe that interaction processes
between public institutions and social organisations, under favourable

9Quality of life as paramount achievement for cities has become so relevant in the global discourse
that the European Commission has tracked the quality of life in cities since 2004, and the United
Nations has stressed the importance of the qualitative impact on urban life by funding studies and
projects based on social inclusiveness, sustainability and participation (European Commission
2013).
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circumstances, could enable abandoned spaces or neglected area of cities, to
function as catalyst of local creative energies and incubators of social projects. Yet,
examples of those experiences had reportedly failed in the collaboration of public
administrations and civil society: many times, a too discretional political power has
ended up arresting the creation of collective experiences.

7 Grande Come Una Città: The Roman Experience

Conversely to the idea that public space can be merely defined in spatial terms, as a
particular set of configurations of urban design and construction, what said above
suggests that public space is a ‘co-produced’ resource. That is to say, it only comes
into being when it is activated by the presence of people according to dynamic and
changing patterns and timetables.

‘Grande come una città’ is new-born movement in the city of Rome.
Over the last decade, Rome has experienced a deep crisis which has considerably

affected the cultural sector: all started in 2008 right after the financial crisis when
the public administration decided to slash the part of public budget destined to
cultural public expenditure. In fact, in the cultural sector, particularly strong deci-
sions have been taken due to the persuasion that those spaces with lack of revenue’s
utility, as cinemas, theatres and cultural spaces in general, were deemed to be
commodified. At the time of budget’s cuts, the government decision was taken in
accordance with the implementation plan of spending review and consequently
these measures had a particular impact within the cultural sector, targeting activities
ranging from performances to exhibitions, education and research, in order for the
government to cope with the international financial crisis and reduce the Italian
public debt. This austerity was accompanied by an intensive campaign of privati-
sation of public services and goods up to the referendum on the ownership pro-
vision of water utilities (Belingardi et al. 2014).

Within this framework, many initiatives and movements have emerged with the
aim of claiming back the city and its cultural spaces. These initiatives have taken
different shapes: illegal occupations, co-governance models of public spaces’
management, top-down and bottom-up actions.

In this light, Grande come una città seems an interesting experience due to its
hybrid nature: in fact, the movement was born from an idea of the Cultural
Department in the III Municipality of Rome, which covers such a wide area of the
city of Rome: Montesacro, Val Melaina, Monte Sacro Alto, Fidene, Serpentara,
Casal Boccone, Conca d’ Oro, Sacco Pastore, Tufello, Aereoporto dell’Urbe, Set-
tebagni, Bufalotta and Tor San Giovanni, and it counts 205.446 inhabitants.10

This is not a centrally located area of Rome but imbued of history and identity,
where urban and social dynamics have always been its throbbing heart. The III
Municipality is a neighbourhood where citizens live their daily life going to the

10Source: Comune di Roma, La popolazione di Roma. struttura e dinamica demografica, 2017.
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market, talking down the street, going to work and doing all those normal activities
that fulfil our days; but surprisingly such a wide and populated area lacks sites of
cultural production and encounter. In such a vast territory there is only one library, a
small theatre and a cinema, whereas a large shopping centre, where nearly 20,000
people enter every year is just behind the corner. Here it is a slot of public city,
closed and empty, where public life is lacking; while instead a piece of private city,
commodified, remains open until late in the evening and incessant flows of visitors
go in and out. The name Grande come una città, literally ‘As big as the city’ is
conceived as a manifesto to upscale urban policies on a bigger scope imagining the
city as a common soil to explore, use and manage.

The project was born in 2018, when a community of people from the neigh-
bourhood has gathered to think how to address local needs and issues: that occasion
saw the birth of a new sort of community. On a voluntary basis, the inhabitants of
the Municipality and all those interested in the cause set up a calendar full of
cultural initiatives establishing a certain number of working groups—today there
are 30 working groups and more than 200 organised public assemblies. Differently
from other experiences, the creation of a method with the aim of highlighting the
process rather than to the result, can be considered as the virtuous element of
Grande come una città (Raimo 2019).

An example can be found in the occupation of the cultural centre Horus Club in
the III Municipality, back in 2007 and 2009. After the second eviction, the building
has been left and abandoned for ten years. Nowadays, Horus Club’s doors are still
shut down and due to its architectural constraints it has been saved from the
financial speculation risk. However, although the building has remained untouched,
something in the citizens aside it has changed: the presence of squatters and acti-
vists has functioned to activate new connections and dynamics with the result of
giving new light to a neglected and traditionally peripheral area. Piazza Sempione,
the square where Hours Club rises, has now become a new cluster for cultural
activities; using and living public spaces of the city contribute to the pursuit of
happiness at different scales (Blasi and Renzi 2019. We can thus say that indi-
viduals’ happiness does produce an impact on the quality of everyday life, whereas
on the other is key driving force for reviving local economies.

8 Concluding Remarks

Restoring cities is not just a question of constructing good-looking buildings and
regenerating neglected urban areas, but rather is also about making sense of the
accumulation of different urban dynamics and improving shared practices by fos-
tering participation and inclusion (Polanyi 1994). Participation is an essential ele-
ment for cities’ development that can be increased by experiencing public spaces
through re-education processes of civicness encouraged by politics: this can only
happen if the whole city and its spaces are thought of as a learner/teacher
community.
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When politics is just used as synonymous for governance, the risk of failure is
higher: Indeed, as much as Deliberations and acts are fundamental, the ultimate aim
of public policies should be the construction and empowerment of sense of com-
munity. The emersion of a culture of the commons points out the evidence that
abandoned or neglected buildings and spaces all over the city are the symptoms that
it is not just a matter of re-use, whereas it deals with redefinition of values and need
of a sense of common.

References

Belingardi, C., Giardini, F., & Pinto, I. (2014). Spatial struggles: Teatro Valle Occupato and the
(right to the) city. Opendemocracy.

Blasi, L., & Renzi, V. (2019). Rivendicare. In Grande come una città. Reinventare la politica a
Roma. Roma: Alegre.

Calhoun, C. (1992). Introduction: Habermas and the public sphere. In Habermas and the Public
Sphere. Studies in contemporary German social thought. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Capone, N. (2018). Beni comuni, usi collettivi e comune: oltre la logica proprietaria. In La rivolta
della cooperazione. Sperimentazioni sociali e autonomia possibile. Milano: Mimemis.

Cellamare, C. (2018). Nuove forme dell’urbano e processi di riappropriazione della città. In L.
S. Olschki, Raccontare, leggere e immaginare la città contemporanea = Raconter, lire et
imaginer la ville contemporaine. Torrerossa.

Collins, R. (2004). Interaction ritual chains. Princeton: Princeton.
Cowen, T. (1985). Public goods definitions and their institutional context: a critique of public

goods theory. Review of Social Economy.
De Certau, M. (1984). The practice of everyday life. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Donolo, C. (2005). Dalle politiche pubbliche alle pratiche sociali nella produzione di beni

pubblici? Osservazioni su una nuova generazione di policies. Il Mulino.
Elinor, O. (2006). Governare i beni collettivi. ricerche Marsilio.
European Commission. (2013). Quality of life in cities. Luxembourg: European Union.
Foster, S. R., & Iaione, C. (2016). The city as a commons. Yale law and Policy Review.
Frischmann, B. (2013). Infrastructure. The Social Value of Shared Resources. Oxford.
Hard, M., & Negri, T. (2009). Commonwealth. Harvard University Press.
Harvey, D. (2012). Rebel cities. New York: Verso.
Howard, E. (1965). Garden cities of tomorrow. Cambridge: The MIT Press.
Kaminsky, H. (2003). Citizenship versus the pursuit of happiness, bonum commune versus private

property: A modern contradiction and its medieval root. The Medieval History Journal.
Klamer, A. (2016). Doing the right thing. A value based economy. London: SEC.
Kornberger, M., & Borch, C. (2015). Urban commons. In M. Kornberger, & C. Borch, Urban

commons. Rethinking the city. New York: Routledge.
Landes, W. M. (2019). Copyright. In R. Towse, A Handbook of cultural economics. Edward Elgar

Publishing Limited.
Lefebvre, H. (1968). Le droit à la ville. Paris: Anthropos.
Mitchell, D. (1995). The end of public space? People’s park, definitions of the public, and

democracy. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 85(1), 108–133. Retrieved
April 27, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/2564281.

Musikanski, L., & Polley, C. (2016). Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness: Measuring what
matters. Journal of Social Change.

Nielsen, G., & Isin, E. (2008). Acts of citizenship. Zed Book.
Polanyi, K. (1994). The great transformation: The political and economic origins of our time.

Boston: Beacon Press.

202 F. Antonucci

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2564281


Raimo, C. (2019). Iniziare. In Grande come una città. reinventare la politica a Roma. Roma:
Alegre.

Rodotà, S. (2012). Il diritto di avere diritti. Gius: Laterza & Figli Spa.
Sassen, S. (2001). The Global city: New York. London: Tokyo.
Sennett, R. (2018). Costruire e abitare. Milano: Feltrinelli.
Settis, S. (2012). Azione poplare. Cittadini per il bene comune: Einaudi.
Standing, G. (2019). Plunder of the commons. Pelican Book: A Manifesto for Sharing Public

Wealth.
Vitellio, I. (2005). Spazi pubblici come beni comuni. Critica della razionalità urbanistica, pp. 9–20.

From Urban Commons to Commoning as Social Practice 203



Cultural Commons and Historical
Identity: The Experience
of the Arbëreshë Community
in Southern Italy

Emanuela Macrì

Abstract

This chapter aims to assess whether an ethnic and linguistic minority, such as the
Arbëreshë community in Southern Italy, could be considered a specific kind of
cultural common. Commons are historically defined as resources connected to
natural sphere and enjoyed collectively. The idea that cultures may be analysed
under the perspective of commons produces relevant theoretical constructs which
are not strictly related to, and therefore not identifiable only with, common-pool
resources. With respect to this issue, the chapter offers a systematic analysis of
three important dimensions, belonging to a specific community, that can be
considered crucial for the definition of a new concept of cultural commons:
culture, spatial dimension, and community aspect. Some evidence, drawn from
the theoretical analysis and case study method, offers an overview which led to
considered Arbëreshë community a unique cultural commons, able to generate
shared value from its rich, complex, and lively identity.
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1 Introduction

The chapter aims at investigating the broad concept of cultural commons in order to
analyse whether and how this concept may be used to define an ethnic and linguistic
minority such as the Arbëreshë community in Southern Italy. Commons are his-
torically defined as resources that are (or could be) enjoyed collectively. These
resources may be part of the natural world as forests, oceans, and in broader sense
natural resources. But they could also emerge from social realities such as the
internet, scientific knowledge, creativity, conventional styles, or social rites. In this
chapter, the attention is mainly given to cultural commons that are not strictly
connected and therefore not necessarily identifiable with material common-pool
resources. Despite the efforts aimed at consistently defining such commons where
material and intangible variables coexist, they still prove complex and
multi-dimensional, and can be interpreted from various perspectives.

Within such a conceptual framework the chapter focuses on a specific ethnic and
linguistic community which seems to retain within its identity three important
dimensions that can be considered crucial for the definition of a new concept of
cultural commons: culture, spatial dimension, and community. The community is
called Arbëreshë: the term comes from Arbëria, which is the denomination of the
areas where an Albanian ethnic-linguistic minority live. It is the fifteenth century
when Albanians, due to the Ottoman conquer, are forced to emigrate in Italy in
Apulia, Calabria, and Sicily regions where they are hosted and then can establish
their stable settlements. Since then the Arbëreshë people became part of the
regional community, although they were able to keep their historical identity,
language, traditions, and rites through the centuries.

Empirical evidence drawn on semi-structured interviews, with some privileged
observers of this community, and document analysis offer an overview of the
consistency of the concept of cultural commons to the Arbëreshë community. The
chapter is organized as follows. Section 2 examines the theoretical framework. In
Sect. 3, the Arbëreshë community and its history is briefly described. Section 4
explains the approach adopted. Sections 5 and 6 present and discuss the outcome of
the empirical research. Section 7 offers concluding remarks and implications.

2 The Theoretical Framework

2.1 Defining Traditional and Emerging Concepts
of Commons

Until twenty years ago only a few works focused on commons. The article of
Coman (1911), published in the American Economic Review, about irrigation
problems, can be considered the first contribution which traces the origins of the
debate on commons. More than fifty years later the seminal work by Hardin (1968)
focused on commons and collective action introducing the “tragedy of the
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commons”. Hardin claimed that the only way to avoid the tragedy was to either
privatise the resource or transform it in public property. Finally, Ostrom (1990)
considers two possible ways to avoid the tragedy: the dilemma privatisation versus
nationalisation on one hand, self-government on the other.

According to Ostrom’s theory commons are not free to access spaces and
resources but they are well-defined and self-managed by a limited group of indi-
viduals, based on rules and institutions that the community members know and are
able to respect, applying predefined sanctions to those who do not enforce them.
For the first time, Ostrom emphasizes the concept of institutional diversity, beside
and beyond biological and cultural diversity, but especially she rejects the economic
model based on the so-called homo-oeconomicus and on proprietary individualism.

There are further kinds of commons, which are not strictly related to, and
therefore not identifiable with, common-pool resources. According to Edwards and
Escande (2015), there are new categories of commons that include both physical
and virtual communities. In the first type, we can include neighborhood commons,
such as community parks, libraries, and so on; in the second type instead, we find
open access repositories, blogs, virtual communities, internet, public radio and TV,
shared music. Considering specific features we can focus upon neighborhood
commons, knowledge or information commons, social commons, infrastructure
commons, and finally cultural commons.

Within this general framework, commons related to cultural heritage can be
identified with two sub-categories: the former is the generic “cultural commons”
(cultural experience shared by socially cohesive communities), the latter is “re-
search or education commons”, usually supporting academic communities or
focused on undergraduate students and school pupils. The former category needs
further analysis which is being carried out in the recent years by many scholars.

2.2 The Development of Cultural Commons Theory: Toward
a Shared Definition

One of the earliest contributions which refer to the notion of cultural commons was
elaborated by Madison et al. (2010). They define the issue such as “environments
for developing and distributing cultural and scientific knowledge through institu-
tions that support pooling and sharing that knowledge in a managed way”. Research
is referred to knowledge, both scientific and cultural, and the paper tries to give it a
new perspective, also considering knowledge from the point of view of a common
pool focused on cultural production as information goods.

From this perspective, Solum (2010) elaborates his definition of cultural com-
mons excluding “phenomena and processes that might be labeled as ‘culture’ but
that are not usually described as information goods”. Actually, he does not consider
social norms, language, networks of social relationships among kinship groups, and
so forth, but he defines cultural commons as only information production. Clearly,
these definitions are still anchored to the discussion about traditional commons as
natural resources, since economic debate ignores some important combination and
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reciprocal fertilisation among common resources and culture, from both the
anthropological and artistic viewpoints.

The pursuit of this increased convention represents the prelude for a new defi-
nition of cultural commons, as understood in this chapter. In such a respect an
important contribution is the book “Cultural Commons. A New Perspective on the
Production and Evolution of Cultures” published in 2012. It argues that the eco-
nomic issues normally applied to common goods, such as social dilemmas and free
riding, should also be applied to the cultural and creative areas, in order for scholars
and public decision-makers to elaborate effective guidelines aimed at crafting policy
orientations. As Noonan (2014) claims “the book is an attempt to coalesce and
influence the research agenda in this emergent area of inquiry”.

In such a respect cultural commons can be seen, according to Bertacchini et al.
(2012), as a set of resources expressed and shared by a community defined along
three dimensions: culture, space, and community. Similarly, Marrelli and Fiorentino
(2016) define cultural commons focusing on their spatial dimension. They also
consider elements such as socially cohesive communities and the existence of a
governance system based on social ties, over common pooled resource. The aim
was to suggest a new orientation within a synergic framework of cultural commons,
and to describe the creation and the eventual disappearance of cultural commons
within local art market in Naples.

A wider and heterogeneous definition of cultural commons, which seems to be
preeminent in literature, considers cultural commons such as commons created over
social communication flows and composed by both information and attention.
Sherman (2016) shares this definition and introduces the discussion on the adoption
of a powerful management method for cultural commons, which is represented,
according to his conclusions, by collective actions able to offer the spread of
democratic options with respect to privatisation.

Other contributions have investigated upon boundaries and shared metrics of
cultural commons definition, such as a container that can be filled and crafted
within a strategic framework in which institutional goals clearly determine selection
criteria and choice mechanisms end up defining cultural commons. Barrère (2018),
for example, suggests a sharp breakdown among cultural heritage and cultural
commons, in order for local governments to identify adequate management tools;
Bruncevic (2017) analyses cultural commons from the legal perspective. With
respect to this field of action the concept turns out to be unclear because, despite
their permeability to even access, commons may imply limits on property rights and
the appropriation of public domain.

3 The Arbëreshë Community in Southern Italy

The Arbëreshë community has moved to Italy since the fourteenth century. They
were descendants of Illyrians, who originally lived in a wide area of Eastern Europe
that extended from the shores of Danube River to Greece, like contemporary
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Albanians. The Arbëreshë probably settled in Italy after the death of their national
hero Giorgio Castriota Scanderbeg in 1468, when the progressive increase of the
Turkish pressure led Albania to be a vassal state of Byzantine government. Many
groups of the Albanian community came to Italy, including soldiers, families,
mercenaries, farmers, shepherds, women destined for servitude (Liuzzi 2016). Also,
the heavy earthquakes occurring in the same period may have exerted a notable
influence on the migration to Italy.

Although the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies accepted these new populations
within its borders, it settled them in isolated, neglected, and unproductive areas.
Moreover, the socioeconomic dimension of the host territory seemed to be improper
for coexistence with local populations, which immediately became hostile toward
Albanian populations (Resta 1991). They lived in seven Southern Italy regions: the
imaginary Nation of Arbëria composed by Abruzzo, Molise, Campania, Basilicata,
Puglia, Calabria, and Sicily. See Fig. 1.

Over time, however, the Arbëreshë community has almost completely lost its
identity in several regions, while in Calabria the community, counting 58.425
people who live in 33 towns and villages, mostly in the Cosenza province, still
preserves its social, religious, and linguistic identity. The Arbëreshë community
persists in 19 municipalities: 8 of them (Acquaformosa, Lungro, Firmo, S. Basile,
Frascineto, Civita, Plataci, and Castroregio) are located in the mountain complex of
the Pollino (northern part of the Cosenza province) while 11 (Falconara, S. Ben-
edetto, S. Martino, Cerzeto, S. Caterina, S. Sofia, S. Demetrio, S. Cosmo, Vac-
carizzo, S. Giorgio, Spezzano Albanese) are scattered east and west of the middle
and lower sections of the Crati River (central-southern part of Cosenza province).
They represent 46.3 % of the 41 Arbëreshë-speaking municipalities in Italy
(Tagarelli et al. 2007).

According to Brunetti (2005), in the area among Calabria and Basilicata lots of
Arbëreshë communities are located in mountainous areas away from the main
communication routes. This uncomfortable condition of distance, also from other
Italian communities, may have been the cause that allowed the Arbëreshë people to
preserve their historical identity. This trait, composed mainly by three important
aspects such as language, endogamy, and the Greek-Byzantine religious rite con-
solidated for the Arbëreshë community a strategic position of social differentiation
with respect to the Italian community (Resta 1996).

Their language is based on two dialects: tosk is spoken in Southern Albania,
while ghego is diffused in Northern Albania; through the centuries it has been
handled orally, and such a practice contributed to contaminate it with the Italian
language. In 1999 the act n. 482, enacted by Italian State, recognized the Arbëreshë
language and tried to promote the linguistic and cultural enhancement of the
community (La Barbera 2019). Also, it established the teaching of their ancient
language within schools, and the activation of minority culture courses at university
level, while inside public offices the Arbëreshë language can be used for institu-
tional documents. In addition, subsidies are given for publishing and television
broadcasters who use this language and finally within all Arbëreshë countries road
signs can be written in dual language (Savoia et al. 2008).
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The endogamy practice (marriage among the members of the community) is
likely to have contributed to a gradual ethnic isolation process. The rationale of
endogamy could be traced in the intention to keep a closed ethnic group, formed
only by people from Albania, in order for the Arbëreshë community to consolidate
and demonstrate its strength and cohesion (Liuzzi 2016).

From the religious point of view, the Byzantine Catholic Church is under the
ecumenical jurisdiction of the Church of Rome, but it maintains and follows Greek
Orthodox ecclesiastical rites and disciplines. It was February 13th of the year 1919
when Benedict XV, with the Bull “Catholici Fideles Graeci Ritus”, canonically
erected the Eparchy1 of Lungro for Albanian worshippers adopting the Greek-
Byzantine religious rite. Today it counts 30 Parishes: 25 in Cosenza province, two

Fig. 1 The imaginary nation of Arbëria. Source The web

1The Eparchy is managed by an Eparch nominated by the Pope. He is equated with the Roman
Bishops, but before the ordination he can marry. The celebration of the mass is different from the
Roman rite although it contains the same essential liturgical moments. For instance, the Eucharist
is celebrated with fermented bread and wine while liturgical readings and hymns to Saints vary
according to liturgical calendar.
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in Potenza province, one in Pescara province, one in Lecce, and one in Bari. The
Eparchy of Lungro is a sui juris jurisdiction of Greek-Byzantine religious rite which
directly depends on the Holy See, like the Eparchy of Piana degli Albanesi in Sicily
and the Exarchic Monastery of Grottaferrata in Rome (Vaccaro 2019).

4 The Analysis: Approach and Tools

The exploratory and descriptive research carried out on the cultural commons
features in the Arbëreshë community based in Calabria starts from the theoretical
analyses elaborated by Eisenhardt (1989), Yin Robert (1994), Sinkovics et al.
(2016). The research method is developed along two stages. The first stage explores
the economic literature and elaborates the features of appraisal and evaluation of
cultural commons through a systematic review (PRISMA) proposed by Moher et al.
(2009), as synthesized in Fig. 1, in order for us to adopt a clear selection process.

Scopus database has been used to select the studies. Reference lists of prominent
studies and resources were also examined to include contributions that were not
identified using a computer database search. After having fixed some limitations,
such as the exclusion of contributions before the year 2000 and the exclusion of
contributions from subject areas different from social science, arts and humanities,
and economics, 140 studies were selected. These have been deemed to comply with
inclusion criteria such as the presence of the “cultural commons” search term in
article title, abstract, or keywords.

At this point, a single file of identified references was created, and duplicates
were removed. The remaining contributions have been screened for eligibility
through titles and abstract and 77 contributions were selected for full-text appraisal,
but finally only 35 were taken into account. See Fig. 2.

The second stage has been carried out through the case study method (Yin
2002), specifically suitable to investigate the complex and dynamic nature of the
cultural sector, and in particular the cultural commons field. Research activity has
been carried out between May and December 2019. Data have been collected in two
phases: a) information, historical documents, and publications available either on
the web or in public libraries of the Arbëreshë community located in Caraffa, a
small town of Catanzaro province; b) semi-structured interviews.

According to Gaskell (2000) the use of interview, in qualitative research, allows
us to develop a deeper comprehension of a phenomenon. Specifically,
semi-structured interviews adopt a common reference framework and allow the
analysis to prove consistent. As Corbetta (2014) states, the trace of the interview
constitutes the perimeter of the contents to be dealt with. Figure 3 describes the
details of the investigation carried out.

The starting point for the elaboration of the content of the interview has been a
specific definition of cultural commons provided by Bertacchini et al. (2012) and
Marrelli and Fiorentino (2016). The authors similarly define cultural commons and
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Fig. 2 Literature review. Source Author’s elaboration

Fig. 3 Interview contents. Source Author’s elaboration
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used as characteristic elements a set of resources defined along three dimensions:
culture, space, and the existence of a system of governance based on the social ties
of a socially cohesive community.

Some qualified witnesses have been involved as holders of information about the
Arbëreshë community. They are personalities generally involved in the preliminary
stages of research (Corbetta 2014), and may be endowed with five features: high
status within community, detailed knowledge of the phenomenon, willingness to
cooperate, dialectical ability, and impartiality. As qualified witness, we chose three
personalities from three different Arbëreshë communities of Calabria region: an
elder member of the community as the guardian of collective memory, an historian
of the Arbëreshë community, and finally an architect and urban planner, expert and
scholar of urban settlements. They, respectively, came from Caraffa (Catanzaro
province), San Demetrio Corone, and Santa Sofia di Epiro (both located in Cosenza
province).

5 Main Outcomes

The aim of this chapter is to assess whether and how an ethnic and linguistic
minority could be considered as cultural commons, focusing on the Arbëreshë
community. The results are based on both primary and secondary data. Primary data
were collected through semi-structured interviews aimed at verifying how the
selected witnesses perceive and contextualise the three dimensions of cultural
commons. Secondary data came from research articles, books and documents, and
publications available in libraries, the web, and other sources.

5.1 Cultural Variables

Cultural variables were the first dimensions analysed; they consist in language,
rites, and customs. Semi-structured interviews had the aim to verify how these
aspects had been preserved and dealt with through the generations, and investigate
whether these elements were similar or different to those present in contemporary
Albania.

The Arbëreshë language, with its several facets, is presently spoken especially
among the elderly and adults of the communities; its prevailing oral adoption and
diffusion might have contributed to the disappearance of some words and expres-
sions. Experts report that slightly less than half of the Arbëreshë words correspond
to the Albanian language, while about 15% of the remaining glossary could have
been coined by the Italian-Albanian writers who, in their stories and poems have
crafted neologisms that have been later grafted into common language and adopted
by the Arbëreshë community.

Finally, a remaining part of the Arbëreshë language derives from contaminations
with the Italian language and particularly with many dialects of the areas where the
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communities were resident. As for the Italian dialects which may differ from each
other even in the same Regional territory, also the Arbëreshë dialects vary quite a
lot within communities settled a few kilometers away. Although the Calabria
Regional Government has issued an act aimed at preserving traditional language
through its teaching in schools, unfortunately it has partially disappeared, mainly
due to the attitude of new generations to adopt a sort of homologous jargon.

The most popular rites, preserved and transmitted orally, have religious origins:
Epiphany, Cult of the Dead, Holy Week, and Easter. In the Epiphany day, the
solemn liturgy in the church is followed by a general gathering of the believers
around a fountain in the town center; the Eparca and all the Papas2 proceed with the
blessing of the waters. This rite recalls, through a song, the descent of the Holy
Spirit into the Jordan River during the Baptism of Jesus Christ. The Eparca sub-
merges the cross in the water for three times, holding the candle holder and a sprig
of rue in his hands. Finally, a white dove is flown to the fountain in order to
reproduce the sacred image of the descent of the Holy Spirit on Jesus as he left the
Jordan.

The cult of the dead, according to the timetable of Byzantine Greek rite, is
celebrated at the beginning of spring and is based on the popular belief that for eight
days Jesus Christ grants permission to the souls of the dead to leave the underworld
and return to the places where they had lived. In some groups boiled wheat is used
to commemorate a deceased person, it is blessed by Papas in the home of families
who have suffered the loss of someone, and eventually exposed in the Church.

For the Arbëreshë communities, Easter represents the most important religious
rite of the year. Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ are relived by the
believers thanks to the rich Eastern symbolism. The celebrations begin on the last
Friday before the Holy Week, when groups of young people headed by the Papas
sing to believers waiting for them to give eggs as reward.

During the Sunday before Easter, the Eparchs on the back of a donkey cross the
main course of the towns directed to Cathedrals to relive the entrance of Jesus in
Jerusalem. Holy Thursday and Holy Friday host the celebrations of Passion and
Death of Jesus Christ, while Holy Saturday opens with the prayer for the Resur-
rection, ad at midnight the Papas knock three times on the church door, symboli-
cally blocked by the devil. Then the believers can get in to celebrate the
Resurrection. Finally, during the Easter day prayers and songs create a spiritual
atmosphere, and traditional costumes can be appreciated when women parade in the
streets and squares, distributing red eggs as symbols of the cyclicity of life and
immortality.

Within the Arbëreshë communities many traditional customs are still preserved
and crafted. They are different from town to town, nevertheless they keep traits of
homogeneity. Often communities preserve their traditional customs inside muse-
ums, although a few families still keep the original ones with them. Suits are
normally being crafted by the same tailors, therefore their specific features can
prove mixed and unusually combined with each other also when related to different

2They represent the equivalent of the priests of the Roman rite.
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local groups. Furthermore, it seems that until the sixties many Arbëreshë people,
both women and men, still used typical costumes daily, but gradually this habit was
lost and today they are used only for specific religious and popular events.

Popular culture is mainly formed by songs, dances, and legends. It has always
been transmitted orally, and this may have been caused by the widespread illiteracy
in the past. Each community used some people as historical memory of the place:
they were given the function to preserve and transmit the traditions toward the new
generations. As mentioned earlier for the traditional customs, also popular traditions
appear to be different among towns and groups. A common popular element is
nostalgia for the lost homeland Albania and for the death of Scanderbeg. In fact the
most important dance, called Vallje, commemorates Scanderbeg’s victory over the
Turkish army, which occurred on a Tuesday after Easter. In such a way, the
Arbëreshe community remains ideally connected to its epic past. This dance
strengthens the cultural identity and the social cohesion.

5.2 Spatial and Urban Variables

In cultural commons, the value chain is strongly influenced by the features of the
physical environment where the interactions among the community members occur
and develop. The research investigates the urban model of both primitive and
contemporary settlements trying to highlight the symbolic places of the Arbëreshë
culture. From the urban point of view the most important specific element of
identity was, and still is in many communities, the so-called gjitonia.

It is a set of houses, usually three or four, which follow curved lines and have no
edges; they are shaped in a concentric form with openings facing a small common
area, similar to a small square, which is shared by all homes. Finally, within this
area there are narrow alleys leading to other gjitonie. The families sharing these
spaces usually establish deep relationships of fraternity and friendship among them,
as well as material and spiritual sharing. For the Arbëreshë community, the gjitonia
represents an extension of the houses beyond the walls: within it there are stone
slabs where people sit to spend their time and do small hand jobs. In fact, the
ancient homes had a circular shape, with the oven in the middle of the structure, in
order for the residents to cook and to keep their places warm.

On a larger scope, the rione is a circular district shaped around a fountain and a
small church. Both in giitonie and in rioni the circle is the symbolic and functional
shape adopted in order for the resident group to share actions and benefits, and at
the same time to enjoy the favorable omen related to the reproduction of the
celestial sphere. Although these structures could not be built when parts of the
community moved to the suburbs, they are still alive in historic centers and hamlets,
where most of the houses are still in use, and not only by the elderly but also by
young people who preferred to re-populate the places of the ancient Arbëreshë
tradition.
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5.3 Community Dimensions and Features

The last aspect examined in this section is related to the cohesion degree within the
Arbëreshë community itself, and its permeability to the Calabrian people. Attention
to ethnic minorities represents a very discussed topic by academics, policymakers,
and social groups; its interpretation might combine technical and sentimental views,
due to the intensive flows of migrants affecting many coastal areas of the
Mediterranean Sea. New perspectives of analysis can be useful from the historical,
linguistic, and anthropological perspective, shedding new light upon such a com-
plex and controversial phenomenon.

In the past centuries, the cultural and social condition of the Arbëreshë com-
munity in Calabria Region (but, in general, anywhere in Italy) proved quite difficult.
At first, the Arbëreshë had been welcomed but very soon cultural differences
exploded and they were considered usurpers and, consequently, confined in places
located far from the urban centers, in unproductive areas. Then the relationship
between the two communities was conflictual. Over time, however, a slow and
gradual process of integration has occurred, and despite the many difficulties the
Arbëreshë were unanimously acknowledged and accepted as a community, and
respected as a nation.

Until a few years ago, the Arbëreshë communities seemed to be not permeable.
The reasons may have been manifold: among them the geographical location
implying a long distance from other communities hence a high degree of isolation,
and the religious identity acting as a glue within each community.

The first eco-system where social relationship developed was the neighborhood,
being also considered a powerful educational place and a hub of personal rela-
tionships. In fact, daily social relationships with neighbours used to take place
within gjitonia, the most important dimension of social life after family.

The community lives within these spaces, considered almost as small States,
with their own natural laws based on solidarity and mutual respect; neighbours
exchange among them both material goods such as food and spiritual goods such as
comfort and solidarity. This is emphasised in particular times such as the death of
family members. Nowadays the degree of internal cohesion of the Arbëreshë
community still remains high, but there is also a high degree of permeability with
the Calabrian community, especially among the new generations. The complex
relationship between tradition and innovation, typical of each community, has led to
flattening the differences and to a wider co-operation, and such a new unity has
generated new cultural goods.

6 Discussion and Implications

A definition of cultural commons appears to be quite complex, for a variety of
reasons. Certainly, difficulties arise from the need to identify the “culture” galaxy, a
delicate combination of different disciplines whose methodological approach and
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technical tools contribute to define its features and values. From the anthropological
point of view, for instance, culture could refer to the set of social expressions of a
defined community, while according to conventional wisdom culture could refer to
the practice of the arts in both tangible and intangible forms. From many per-
spectives culture ends up being identified with the source of a value chain where
relationships are quite crucial. According to Donati and Solci (2011), relational
goods are produced by relations among individuals or communities, accompanied
by defined aspects that may limit their boundaries. Moreover, this particular type of
goods postulates the knowledge of other subjects involved in the exchange, and
requires an investment of time to build networks, in which monetary investments
are not so important.

A relational good is produced in what Bruni and Zamagni (2004) define civil
economy, in which the principle of reciprocity appears to be the most specific. At
the base of reciprocity there is the action of a subject (homo reciprocans or co-
operans) who carries it out in order for relationships with other subjects to be
activated, kept and strengthened, and not merely rewarded (Bruni 2009). Cultural
commons could be considered as a set of cultural resources shared by socially
cohesive communities, interpreted in the broadest sense: a cultural district, the
traditions of an indigenous community, and many other possible examples. The
clear and evident aspect is represented by the fact that the resource shared by the
community or group increases its value when people adopt it and exchange it; if
there were no relational components the cultural commons probably would not
exist.

According to De Moor (2013), the theory of commons refers to a different type
of approach in which a new view of individuals as members of a community is
being shaped. The “rational individuals” who are generally in competition with
each other, change their objective-function, generating and getting value (what
textbook wisdom would define “utility”) from connections, interactions, collective
orientations, and actions.

For homo cooperans, the commons represent a new arising phenomenon and
source of value, beyond the mere market and state frameworks. The methodological
individualism loses strength, in favor of a more collective and shared value hier-
archy, and new kinds of goods, services, and actions are crafted. In such a respect,
connections among people generate new resources and mutual social solidarity, so
we can speak of generating social capital through the enjoyment and exchange of
cultural commons. In such a complexity, in which a sharp complication is generated
by the quick evolution and transformation of the society and of its dynamics,
culture commons can be seen as a relational good produced and enjoyed by the
participants in a particular action or in a specific event, or an external reality able to
generate value and to satisfy human needs of a relational type (Donati 1994).
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7 Concluding Remarks

This chapter aimed at examining the application of cultural commons theoretical
features to the identity of a community settled far from its territorial roots and its
original network of relationships, and interacting with a different culture. In such a
perspective, the evolutionary dynamics affecting this identity are intensively
influenced by the many features of cultural commons as a source of shared values
both intangible and locally established, within the continuous dilemma between the
preservation of cultural identity as it originally was shaped on one hand, and
melting some of its features with the local habits, language, values, and beliefs on
the other hand. Rather than a struggle, it appears to be an evolving process that we
can consider an active cultural commons.

The case of the Arbëreshë community resident in Southern Italy, here examined,
can be quite eloquent in offering a living field for analysis, and therefore confirming
the complexity of cultural commons as unsteady and dynamic phenomena. The
multifold nature of cultural commons, the variety of disciplinary perspectives
needed to analyse them, and the multiple layers required for institutional responses
to be crafted in order for arising and unpredictable problems and controversies to be
effectively faced, make our analysis quite complex. The research carried out cannot
reach clear cut conclusions, and further analysis is needed.

The generativity that characterizes the creation of commons can be seen as an
opportunity for re-articulation aimed at filling the gaps inadvertently or indifferently
opened by a stable and self-reproductive system. Hence what better opportunity,
offered by a natural element such as an ethnic and linguistic minority community,
can serve as a counterpart to the analysis of cultural commons concepts? The three
dimensions of cultural commons allowed this research to achieve interesting results,
able to enrich the economic analysis of cultural commons.

Cultural aspects that characterise the Arbëreshë community are related to lan-
guage, rites, traditional customs, and popular culture. Language, with its several
facets, is presently spoken especially among the elderly and adults of the com-
munities, it has been handed down mainly in oral form and the Italian State rec-
ognizes and promotes it through a specific act. Rites as Epiphany, Cult of the Dead,
Holy Week, and Easter are the expression of a tradition deeply rooted in the
community as long as traditions, symbols, aesthetical signs, and styles.

Spatial and urban structures are anchored to two fundamental pillars belonging
to the Arbëreshë community gjitonia and rione, that are not only considered as
urban elements but as extensions of the houses beyond the walls where social
relationships with neighbours take place, animated by feelings of solidarity and
mutual respect. Finally, within communities is present a high degree of internal
cohesion, nevertheless external relationships are gradually expanding, proving
encouraging signals of integration and cohabitation with other communities,
allowing both sides to accumulate an intensive shared social capital through time.
The Arbëreshë community, as this research highlights, generates shared value from
its rich, complex, and lively identity, that can be considered a unique cultural
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commons. In such a respect, this research work should be considered the prelim-
inary step for further research and investigation, within a multi-disciplinary
approach.
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Migrant Cultures. Contributions
of NGOs and Community-Based
Organizations to Safeguarding
Intangible Cultural Heritage
in Santiago, Chile

Pascuala Migone

Abstract

This article examines how NGO and community-based organizations perceive
their contributions to safeguardingmigrant intangible cultural heritage in Santiago,
Chile. Through the thematic analysis of 15 in-depth interviews with organizations’
representatives, the study found the existence of three main values of ICH for the
social inclusion of migrant communities: making immigrant visible and appre-
ciated; strengthening their communities through reinforcing their identities and
social ties; and revealing its economic potential. In achieving them, the following
contributions of NGO and community-based organizations emerged: the creation
of spaces, the promotion of sensitization actions and the creation of associations
and empowerment within migrant communities. Moreover, specific operational
features of these organizations were found: an inclusive and participation-based
work, in situ and progressive knowledge and limited resources and voluntary
nature appeared as relevant for the realization of these actions.

1 Migration, ICH and Social Inclusion

Migrant communities include expatriates, exiled, refugees and asylum seekers who
have left their countries for different reasons and settled elsewhere (Naguib 2013).
Within growingly multicultural contexts, Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH)—in its
dynamic nature—acquires new dimensions and poses new challenges for migrant
communities and receiving societies. One of the first questions refers to their social
inclusion: ‘a process which ensures that those at risk of poverty and social exclusion
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gain the opportunities and resources necessary to participate fully in economic,
social, political and cultural life and to enjoy a standard of living that is considered
normal in the society in which they live’ (Commission of the European Commu-
nities 2003, p. 9). It is then a normative concept, insofar it is considered desirable to
promote conditions that favor the inclusion of individuals and groups into society
(Abrams et al. 2005).

Conventional approaches to social inclusion mainly emphasize the enhancement
of opportunities, access to resources and respect of basic rights for people who are
disadvantaged on the basis of sex, age, disability, ethnicity, origin, religion or eco-
nomic or other status (UN 2016). While these are fundamental, there is a gap
regarding ICH—as a crucial element of an integral migratory policy—and the
potential role non-State actors can play. ICH safeguarding actions, from protecting to
sensitizing, have been argued as crucial in maintaining cultural diversity, promoting
intercultural respect and dialogue and building resilient and socially integrated
migrant communities (Kurin 2004; Bendix et al. 2013; Van der Zeijden 2017). In
other words, safeguarding migrant cultural expressions can have a relevant role in
fighting these prejudices and fostering their social inclusion in a new territory.

The main international framework for ICH is provided by the 2003 UNESCO
Convention for the Safeguarding of ICH. The treaty not only gives guidelines and
support for inventories and safeguarding policies, but particularly highlights the
importance of a non State-centered approach (Kurin 2004; Severo and Venturini
2015), bringing attention to the need for State parties to actively involve the dif-
ferent actors—communities, groups and relevant NGO—that play a significant role
in sustaining intangible practices (UNESCO 2003). It has been claimed NGO and
alike organizations can build relationships with communities beyond the capacities
of State institutions, bringing more dynamism where governments often remain too
bureaucratic and rigid (Lewis 2014); offer agile support at different levels; and take
intermediary roles between communities and other actors. In sum, they have the
potential of making a productive contribution to ICH safeguarding efforts and
community participation in the field (Kurin 2007; Lewis 2014). Despite this
potential, it has been claimed they are not sufficiently mobilized for these purposes
(Jacobs 2014a, b).

Since the nineties, Chile has received increasing flows of immigrants, mainly
coming from other countries of the region: Venezuela, Peru, Haiti, Colombia and
Bolivia. While the 6.6% of the population they currently represent may seem low
compared to European countries, it has doubled in the last four years and reached
one of the highest rates in Latin America1 (INE 2019). While Chilean governments
have progressively acquired international commitments in the field of human rights
and established certain guarantees, the current migration law and policies have
often been criticized as insufficient and ineffective in satisfying their basic needs—
from entry permits to labor integration, health, education and housing—and in

1The fact that in only a few years Venezuelan immigrants surpassed Peruvians -the biggest foreign
community in Chile since the nineties- illustrates this rapid growth and changing nature of the
phenomenon.
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tackling discrimination and social exclusion (De las Heras 2016). In the field of
ICH in particular, only isolated initiatives exist, no expression is officially recog-
nized in the ICH national inventory and a systematic and extensive policy is absent.

In response to this, Non Governmental (NGO) and community-based organi-
zations (CO) have stepped into work for the social and cultural inclusion of new-
comers, fighting for their needs and interests at different levels. NGO have been
especially aimed at providing orientation about basic rights, giving free legal
assistance, supporting labor insertion, developing proposals to influence public
policy and collaborating with educational platforms to install an intercultural dis-
course. CO, in turn, have arisen spontaneously at a more local scale, from migrant
communities themselves and other sectors of civil society, with different levels of
formalization and purposes (e.g. promoting specific ICH expressions or teaching
Spanish) and a frequent emphasis on participation (Martínez et al. 2013).

Considering these potential roles of NGOs and Community Organizations
(COs) in safeguarding ICH, there are good reasons to assess their contributions
regarding migrant communities in particular. On one hand, research that has looked
at the role of relevant actors in migrant ICH safeguarding has addressed the con-
tributions and limitations of public policies and private initiatives (Van der Hoeven
2019; Van der Zeijden 2017); museums (Naguib 2013; Van der Zeijden and Elpers
2017); and educational programmes (Vlachaki 2007). In Chile, in particular, studies
such as the one by Caba and Rojas (2014) have focused on the symbolic dimen-
sions of specific migrant ICH expressions as mechanisms of social inclusion. While
there is also literature on the role of NGOs and COs in responding to migrant needs
and supporting their social inclusion (Gadea Montecinos and Albert 2011; Garreta
and Llevot 2013), they mostly focus on political organizations, overlooking the role
of ICH. In this way, the study was aimed at bringing together the topics of migrant
social inclusion and ICH safeguarding by looking at the contributions of these
organizations within these processes, making an addition both to the field of ICH
safeguarding and migrant social inclusion. By focusing on the contributions of
non-traditional heritage organizations and in a non-European and highly multi-
cultural city, the study hopes to contribute to the critical heritage perspective and its
questioning of the power relations underlying heritage processes (Smith 2011). By
analyzing the role of NGOs and COs in migrant ICH safeguarding processes, it also
hopes to expand the field of critical heritage studies to a social inclusion issue:
migration, bringing these two theoretical perspectives together.

2 Methodological Framework

In order to respond to the research question, a qualitative approach was employed,
as it allows a rich and in-depth understanding of social phenomena (Klein and
Myers 1999). It is also the most suitable for the interpretation of experience and
meaning (Daher et al. 2017), in this case, of how these organizations perceive their
contributions to migrant ICH safeguarding.
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As previously stated, the choice of Santiago as a case study responds to the fact
that the city concentrates the largest proportion of transnational migration in the
country (Departamento de Extranjería y Migración de Chile 2018) and that, while
numerous organizations have arisen to safeguard migrant ICH, there is a lack of
empirical evidence regarding their roles. It was expected this case would serve as a
relevant example of the potential contributions of these organizations, adding to
previous research in the fields of ICH and migrant social inclusion.

The data collection process started with the construction of a comprehensive list
of national and international NGO totally or partially dedicated to safeguarding
migrant ICH in Santiago, by looking through the information available on their
websites. While there are many NGOs that work for the social inclusion of migrants
in Santiago, only four of them have a cultural aim. In the case of COs, the situation
was different: a large number of formal and informal associations are dedicated to
safeguarding migrant ICH in Santiago. Also, given time limitations and that several
COs don’t have a website or social media page, creating a comprehensive and
updated list was not a feasible task.

A purposive sample of four NGOs and eleven COs was selected from this
universe, under the following criteria: (i) being completely or partially dedicated—–

through one or more initiative—to the task of safeguarding migrant ICH; (ii) a
minimum of six months of activity at the time of the data collection process, in
order to favor an up-to-date and accurate understanding of the topic and (iii) in the
case of COs, prioritizing the greatest diversity possible in terms of the nationalities
involved, considering most of them target specific national communities.

In the case of NGOs, sampling was easy, considering it included all the four
organizations previously identified. In the case of COs, a snow-ball strategy was
pursued, starting with a couple of organizations that provided introduction to other
key respondents. As shown in Table 1, most NGOs were aimed at promoting the
social and cultural inclusion of immigrants without focusing on a specific com-
munity; while COs approached ICH safeguarding from different angles, and in most
cases focused on a specific national community.

The data collection process took place between April and May 2019, gathering
data through secondary sources and semi-structured in-depth interviews. Secondary
data included ten available websites (given that five CO did not have one) and all
fifteen Facebook pages of the organizations.2 These sources provided relevant factual
information about the mission and vision of the organizations and, in some cases, a
description of their activities, which served to adapt some of the topics of the
interviews. The decision of not including them as a main part of the analysis responds
to the fact that the amount and depth of the information provided was very diverse.3

2Following the confidentiality agreement made with the respondents, a detailed list of the sources
is not provided, since the links of the websites and Facebook pages identify the names of the
organizations.
3While all four NGOs had updated websites with thorough descriptions of their aims and activities,
a significant amount of the COs did not have a website. Also, while all had Facebook pages, some
of them were inactive or the information provided in them was scarce or outdated, making a
systematic analysis difficult.
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Interviews have the advantage of gathering information in a flexible or
non-standardized way, and thus resembling everyday life situations. Being
semi-structured, they included open-ended questions and considered possible
modifications during the conversation (Whiting 2008), which was especially con-
venient considering the diversity of organizations and profiles of the respondents.
Fifteen in-depth semi-structured interviews with representatives of these organi-
zations were carried out through Skype sessions.4 Considering ICH was not always
the main focus of these organizations, interviewees were selected based on the
fulfillment of three criteria: (i) knowledge about the project they were involved in,

Table 1 List of organizations

Interview Type Interest
group

Focus of migrant ICH-related initiatives

1 NGO General Promotion, management and sensitization on CH

2 NGO General Social and cultural inclusion of migrant communities

3 CO Colombians Social, political and cultural inclusion of Colombian
community

4 CO Dominicans Social and cultural inclusion of Dominican community

5 CO Africans Promotion and sensitization on ICH of African
community

6 CO Colombians Promotion and sensitization on ICH of Colombian
community

7 CO General Social and cultural inclusion of migrant communities
through performing arts

8 CO Haitians Social, political and cultural inclusion of Haitian
community

9 CO Ecuadorians Promotion of Ecuadorian ICH

10 CO General Social and cultural inclusion of migrant communities

11 NGO General Social, cultural and religious inclusion of migrant
communities

12 NGO General Social and cultural inclusion of vulnerable migrant
children and their families

13 CO Peruvians Promotion of Peruvian ICH

14 CO Peruvians Social, political and cultural inclusion of Peruvian
community

15 CO Haitians Social and cultural inclusion of Haitian community

Source own elaboration

4Given that fieldwork in Chile was not feasible due to economic and time limitations, conducting
online interviews was considered the best alternative. Skype interviews present both advantages
and drawbacks. Some of its limitations are that they require access to high-speed internet and
demand digital literacy, which may limit the selection of respondents (Deakin and Wakefield
2013). However, it provides the possibility of synchronous and interactive communication, being
as similar as possible to an onsite interview (Hanna 2012). It also solves potential time and place
limitations of face-to-face interviews (Janghorban et al. 2014), as it was the case of this study,
where the researcher and interviewees were based in different countries.
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(ii) ability to provide detailed experiential information (ensured by their direct
involvement in ICH-related initiatives), and (iii) willingness to take the time for a
conversation (Whiting 2008). Interviews were conducted in Spanish and had an
average length of 49 min.5 Basic ethical considerations were taken: the purpose of
the study was explained, and the anonymity and use of the results for academic
purposes only was guaranteed. Participants provided written consent for their
participation and the recording of the interviews.

The conversation started with general questions aimed at characterizing the
NGO or CO in question, both in terms of their actions and operational approaches:
their vision, aims, targeted communities, level of formalization, working teams and
funding were discussed. Later, the conversation focused on their view on the extent
of the social inclusion of immigrants in Santiago, in order to introduce the topic and
connect it to their work. This was followed by a discussion on ICH and its roles in
the life of migrants, and how safeguarding actions can be related to their social
inclusion. Finally, the interview delved into the specific initiatives developed for
migrant ICH safeguarding, including goals, involvement of migrant communities,
lessons learned, emerging challenges, cooperation networks and how these actions
may be contributing to social inclusion. The topic list was specific but flexible,
enabling alterations and being perfected as the data collection progressed.

The data analysis process started with the transcription of audio recordings
verbatim, using an online tool.6 This, along with the examination of personal notes,
enabled an initial familiarization with the data. Later, a thematic analysis was
conducted, which allows the interpretation, reduction and comparison of the data
into relevant categories (Strauss and Corbin 1990). The qualitative software Atlas.ti
was employed, providing assistance for an efficient organization and interpretation
of qualitative data (Smit 2002). Initial labels were created in an inductive manner,
resulting in the identification of 111 codes and 31 quotes that reflected key ideas.
Seeking a rigorous analysis, successive readings of the data were carried out: codes
were reviewed, merged and organized, keeping the research questions at the center
of the analysis. During the process, the data was compared and contrasted. Finally,
these codes were categorized into three main themes: ICH values, NGO and CO
actions, and NGO and CO features. In the results section, a thorough explanation of
these topics, the relations between them and their interpretation in light of the
theoretical discussion is provided.

5The complete processes of data collection and analysis were carried out by the researcher without
any major difficulties, until the point of saturation was reached.
6Interviews were recorded in mp3 format using an external device. Notes were also taken during
the interviews, as a precaution to not lose any relevant information and personal insights generated
during the process. The transcribing tool employed is available at https://transcribe.wreally.com/.
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3 Findings and Implications

In this chapter, the findings of the study are discussed, in order to respond to the
research questions. The first section is dedicated to the ICH values that are seen as
relevant for the social inclusion of migrants and the actions of NGOs and COs that
are perceived as contributing to achieving them. These values are the visibility and
appreciation of immigrants, the strengthening of immigrant communities and the
economic potential of ICH. The actions, in turn, are the creation of spaces, the
development of sensitization initiatives and the promotion of migrant empowerment
and associations. In the second section, particular features of the approach these
organizations take towards migrant ICH safeguarding are discussed, as they are
perceived as playing a relevant part in achieving these contributions. Moreover, the
main challenges they face in developing them are discussed (Fig. 1).

3.1 ICH Values and NGO & CO Actions

Visible and appreciated: creating spaces and sensitizing Chileans

One of the key qualities of ICH mentioned by most respondents was making
migrant communities visible and promoting their appreciation. ICH is embodied;
attached to a living bearer by definition (Kurin 2007; Maillard 2012). It follows that
expressing it in more or less public instances results in making its practitioners
visible while doing it.

Although this does not guarantee their acceptance or appreciation, it is men-
tioned by a large majority of interviewees as contributing to raising interest or at
least curiosity towards migrant cultures and, in best cases, to a gradual departure
from preconceptions and the image of an ‘other’, whose traditions are unknown and
thus feared or rejected:

Nobody loves what they do not know. I have met many people who have preconceptions of
migrants, but when they know what they eat, what they dance, how they speak … at the
beginning the migrant has the figure of the foreign, the stranger, and it is normal for people
to feel a little distrust. Cultural expressions, in the end, help overcome these preconceptions.
(Male, 38, religious NGO for migrant social inclusion)

As this interviewee explains, ICH—in its multiple domains—has the potential of
making Chileans gradually more receptive to arriving foreigners. The positive
effects of publicly expressing their culture were particularly highlighted by
Ecuadorian and African CO representatives, as they argued communities with a
smaller presence in Santiago sometimes face even more ignorance and prejudice.
While visibility is the more immediate possible outcome, the appreciation of
migrant cultures is also often mentioned. Shifting from the image of the ‘stranger’
to a welcomed member of society is described as a gradual process, clearer in cases
of more longstanding migrations:
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Although there are people who see it as a clash, as a stranger, they realize they are people
who maintain their traditions, and that for us, with the passage of time, will become
common. As with Peruvian food, at first, maybe we were affected by the spices … now it is
something that is very standard in Chile. (Female, 31, CH NGO)

The example stated here was given by several interviewees. Being one of the
first waves of Latin-American migration at the beginning of the nineties, the evo-
lution of the social inclusion of the Peruvian community is more visible compared
to more recent migration processes. While discrimination still exists, their situation
was described as clearly different since their arrival, attributing a great extent of this
change to the role played by their gastronomy and the business ventures born
around it. Their cuisine is signaled as one of the key entry points to Santiago’s
society: it initially raised curiosity, then interest, and is now largely appreciated.

ICH VALUES

Visibility and apprecia on

Strenghtening migrant 
communi es

Economic resource

NGO & CO ACTIONS

- Crea on of spaces
- Sensi za on

- Crea on of spaces
- Empowerment & associa ons

- Crea on of spaces
- Empowerment & associa ons

NGO & CO FEATURES

Limited resources & 
voluntary

In-situ & progressive 
knowledge

Inclusive & par cipa on-
based

Fig. 1 Outcomes’chart
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Similarly, Peruvian festivities are more ‘institutionalized’ today than other migrant
celebrations. In this line, several interviewees argued the recognition of the
potential richness of migrants’ culture may vary significantly according to the
migrants’ origin (e.g. Haitians are often described as more discriminated and their
culture less known) and also across different Chilean social groups (e.g. according
to age or socioeconomic status).

In this context, organizations are seen by their members as having a key role
through two main safeguarding actions: the creation of spaces and the promotion of
sensitizing processes. The first refers to platforms for ICH safeguarding in a broad
sense. All NGO and CO representatives argued that, according to their availability
of facilities and human and financial resources, they provide several spaces for
migrants to practice their ICH. Their contributions range from lending a room to
practice a cultural expression, to producing or supporting the realization of ICH
events, such as the celebration of the Migrant day festival, National holiday fes-
tivities and cuisine workshops.

As argued in previous literature (Jacobs 2014a, b; Kurin 2007), organizations
often take a ‘bridging’ role here, by mediating between migrant communities and
concerned authorities, in order to facilitate the access to public and private venues.
According to the interviewees, the bigger the organization or the better its repu-
tation—which is mostly the case of long-trajectory NGO–, the more likely it is they
can fulfill this contribution. These are ways in which they work on the goal of
making migrants visible and hopefully appreciated, by exposing the receiving
society to experiencing their cultures in first person:

I feel the manifestation or intervention in the public space collaborates with this action [to
reduce discrimination] because it allows the persons, in a moment of their daily life, to
observe a cultural manifestation and be interested, or to understand that they also have
cultural manifestations like us, and from there, accept what they are seeing, living. (Male,
46, NGO for migrant ICH diffusion)

As the quotation illustrates, these initiatives—especially when they take place in
the public sphere, where they can reach more people and, especially, those who not
necessarily intended to witness these expressions—facilitate spaces for intercultural
encounter, where the distance between host and newcomer can be shortened. In this
way, the use and creation of spaces appeals more to the living aspect of ICH (Kurin
2007) than to rational arguments, in the sense that it relates to a direct and recre-
ational experience of their culture; to the awakening of empathy and appreciation.
While this may or not be enough to break negative associations, it is seen as an
action that definitely supports this goal, especially impacting in communities with a
high presence of migrants.

For several interviewees, both NGO and CO members, a good indication is that
the attendance of Chileans to their periodically stable events—such as yearly cel-
ebrations of national holidays—while varied, has progressively increased and
involved family audiences. A few CO representatives pointed out that, in some
cases—with the consent of the migrant communities involved—celebrations
themselves have become multicultural, including artistic performances by Chilean
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and other nationalities, underscoring the dynamic aspect of ICH (Ladrón de Gue-
vara and Elizaga 2009). While some challenges or limitations of the roles of NGOs
and COs are raised here, they will be discussed in the second section of the results,
dedicated to their organizational context.

The second contribution of NGOs and COs for the visibility and appreciation of
migrant communities is sensitizing the Chilean population. Guided tours across
migrant neighborhoods, educational and reflection activities in schools and public
offices, participative theater plays and gastronomy workshops are some of the very
diverse initiatives aimed at shaping new ways to include migrants. These actions
seek to trigger an active reflection within the receiving society, either through a
rational identification and challenge of preconceptions, intercultural conflicts and
xenophobic attitudes; or by resorting to arguments on the richness of cultural
diversity. Positively highlighting shared roots and features with other Latin
American countries—from our shared colonial history to a Latin-American ‘cul-
ture’ of celebration—are good examples of this. In other cases, sharing interesting
features of immigrant cultures that might be unknown for a large proportion of the
public are mentioned as a successful tool, as this Congolese interviewee illustrates:

Our aim is to inform, to share, because there is a lack of knowledge in Chile regarding
Africa. There are people that think Africa is a country, who don’t know there are 55
countries, that we have different flags. Where there’s Africa, there’s jungle and poverty. We
tell them no, in Africa we have culture, dance, gastronomy. We try to change the switch on
the image of Africa. (Male, 34, African CO)

In this way, these safeguarding actions entail a more ‘externally-oriented’ per-
spective, as it targets the receiving society. Here, organizations understand this role
as crucial in promoting the right of migrants to express and share their culture;
challenging existing preconceptions in everyday situations; actively re-educating
the receiving society and creating awareness, reflection and change on social
inclusion issues. While NGOs usually rely on more available resources and have a
broader aim towards social inclusion, the actions of COs, while having a smaller
scale, are also making important contributions from their specific fields of action.
Contrast is often made here with the current government and mass media, portrayed
by most of the interviewees as delivering incorrect or deliberately false information
that promotes negative images around them, as it was mentioned in the introduc-
tion. While these actions do not definitely solve discrimination, they are described
as relevant tools in problematizing and challenging it.
Strengthening migrant communities: spaces, empowerment and association

More ‘internally-oriented’, a second potentiality of ICH expression is strengthening
migrant communities, both by affirming their identities and enhancing social ties.
As ICH is essentially related to identity (Kurin 2007; Smith 2011), to practice it is
said to allow migrant communities to maintain a sense of belonging and connection
to their land and history and to strengthen them as a group through the reinforce-
ment of this shared identity.
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When I celebrate the day of my National Holiday, I am connecting with something that,
perhaps, I did not even consider in my country, but now I am away it has an added
value … to listen to the national anthem, to eat the things that are eaten there, which for me
was something routine, to listen to the music, to see the dances, to talk to others who speak
like I do … it is like that. The connection with your country, your land. (Female, 40,
Colombian CO)

As this interviewee explains, some of these common identity features—from
knowledge to experiences—are even enhanced with the distance to their place of
origin: a pride, an appreciation for their own history and culture becomes more
apparent. This identity aspect does not mean ICH expressions cannot change, adapt
or mix. Being essentially dynamic and sensitive to context (Ladrón de Guevara and
Elizaga 2009), the re-territorialization of these cultural manifestations will, in many
cases, entail a re-signification: they might change while still maintaining the fea-
tures that, for its practitioners, tie them to their identities or origin. About half of the
respondents gave examples of ICH adaptation or fusion: traditional Latin-American
carnivals, religious celebrations and national cuisines that have acquired new fea-
tures and shapes are seen as cases where ICH has adapted while still maintaining
traditions at the center. This often results from the already mentioned convergence
of common features—such as ethnical roots or similar historical pasts7—over
national differences:

I tell people, when they tell us ‘hey, you eat weird things’, no, we eat the same cow, but
with different seasoning, that’s all. (Female, 47, Ecuadorian CO)

As this interviewee effectively shows, this does not mean the specificity is
eliminated, but that it is the similarities that often stand out or are made visible. In
fact, this synthesis is usually referred to as something that happens spontaneously
from the exchange between different cultures, and that is seen as a possible source
of strengthening for migrant communities.

Regarding social ties, ICH expressions usually involve the participation of more
than one individual, and are shared with others, either in public or for specific
audiences. In this way, expressing their ICH also entails meeting and sharing with
both co-nationals and other migrant communities, as this interviewee exemplifies:

Here, in the Italian Parish, 19 different collectives participate, each one with its different
celebrations during the year … religious celebrations, with a very high cultural heritage
value that is not only gastronomic, folkloric; it is rich in dances, typical dances, crafts
presentation … It has been like a cultural amalgam. The religious space is an intercultural
mediator that makes different cultures know each other. (Male, 38, Catholic NGO for
migrant inclusion)

In this way, these instances allow the creation of new social ties that provide
support at different levels, from emotional (in general, given by friendship ties) to
practical (e.g. orientation on legal or labor aspects); aiding in strengthening migrant

7Historical events that strongly marked Latin-American societies, such as the colonial era or 20th
century dictatorships, are good examples of this shared past.
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communities. Since it was mentioned that many individuals arrive to Santiago on
their own, without a close social network, these instances become crucial:

I think for them, and they have also expressed it, these are meeting spaces between them,
not only with Chileans, but among them. Of discussion, of exchange of ideas … generating
networks, friendships… because the immigrant often lives in solitude. (Male, 28, Haitian
CO)

Regarding this potential of ICH in strengthening migrant communities, the
contribution of organizations in creating and supporting spaces is again mentioned:
theater plays, music events or gastronomy workshops are platforms that fulfill not
only the purpose of allowing migrants to be seen by others, as discussed before, but
also as important moments to encounter other members of their communities. Here,
NGOs and COs see themselves as creating spaces for migrants to share with other
co-nationals, exchange information, create social ties or simply have fun, finding ‘a
piece of home’ in sharing their ICH, as this Ecuadorian interviewee illustrates:

There are games for the children, food stands, they play football, and then you hear the
accents, the dialects, the jokes, and it’s like, in one day, being in our country (…) it’s like
that day they dedicate themselves to being 100% Ecuadorian and they do not limit
themselves to talking, laughing, joking as they do there, they do not have to ‘be good’, you
see? (Female, 47, Ecuadorian CO)

A second contribution of these organizations in strengthening migrant com-
munities refers to promoting migrant empowerment and associations. In line with
the 2003 Convention, interviewees argued they take an important role in encour-
aging the empowerment of migrants, by providing tools and installing capacities8

for them to be able to fully develop in Santiago. Some examples are teaching
Spanish to non-speakers,9 as being able to communicate is an essential first step to
navigate Chilean society at any level; giving guided tours around Santiago to show
them potentially useful points of the city; offering artistic workshops to children;
and providing relevant legal, organizational, entrepreneurial and funding training to
carry out their ICH-related projects, for instance, in how to formulate a project or
apply to public funds. The following quotations not only show this diverse range of
tools provided, but also their potential impact in migrants lives:

It is basic for human coexistence to be able to communicate, and in order to organize.
Through language we name the world, and we can also transform it. They will hardly be
able to function fully if they cannot also interact in the majority language. (Male, 28,
Haitian CO)

I see it in the lives of the people we work with, in a concrete way. How their quality of life
changes, how they grow up, how they have related to other people … We started Don’t be
afraid with an open casting, people who danced in a non professional way came, and now,
one even studies dance. (Female, 40, theater NGO)

8What Jacobs (2014a, b) calls ‘capacity building’, as explained in the theoretical section.
9Especially Haitians, as they are one of the latest big waves of Latin-American migration and one
of the communities that face more difficulties in terms of their social inclusion in Santiago.
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Secondly, these organizations promote the creation of formal and informal
associations of migrants and of networks between different migrant organizations,
to share information and deal with different issues relating to being immigrant. As it
is also the case for empowering initiatives, these safeguarding actions are aimed at
accompanying processes more than leading them (Smith 2011; Jacobs 2014a, b),
pushing communities to be active regarding the promotion of their ICH.
An economic resource: spaces, empowerment and association

About half of the interviewees mentioned that, beyond their evident cultural value,
certain ICH expressions might also be economic assets (Rizzo and Throsby 2006;
Naguib 2013) in the sense that local knowledge, traditions, crafts and skills can
become a source of income for arriving migrants:

It allows culture to become a work tool. And then, they could perfectly enter the labor field.
Young people, who make workshops, teach percussion or dance, could perfectly work in a
school. You can perfectly have an agreement with a cultural center, or a space, or a
municipal gym, and build a salsa school. (Male, 46, NGO for migrant CH diffusion)

As this respondent explains, from teaching their traditional music, dances and
cuisines, to selling their crafts, ICH has the potential of becoming a ‘working tool’.
While the potential is there, it is mentioned as very incipient and as unlikely to be
found as the main sustenance of arriving migrants. Only the case of the already
mentioned Peruvian cuisine was referred to as an ICH expression that is both
profitable and well-positioned in Santiago, in the sense that it is a renowned gas-
tronomy, that restaurants and other businesses can be found all over the city, and
that its bearers are often able to sustain themselves through it. Other examples, such
as selling traditional crafts, are seen as very isolated and only potentially profitable.

The commodification of CH or the appreciation for its exchange value (Naguib
2013) is a complex topic. On one end, there is a risk of instrumentalization by third
parties (e.g. the tourism industry) that see a profit potential and unrightfully appro-
priate it and endanger it (Villasezñor and Zolla 2012; Smith 2015). On the other, it is a
potential source of wellbeing, projecting ICH as a viable and ongoing practice (Kurin
2007), promoting its sustainability and ensuring the persistence of its bearers.

The role of NGOs and COs in encouraging migrant empowerment and associ-
ations is again seen as relevant, in the sense of providing useful tools and training
for different stages of the commercialization of ICH expressions, from food han-
dling to accounting or applying to public funding. Also, they often encourage the
formalization of these initiatives through associations, as the previous quotation
pointed out. The contribution related to the creation of spaces is also present, as
these organizations argue they provide platforms for migrants to share their
ICH-related enterprises and create the conditions to offer their products or experi-
ences. Taking mediation roles (Lewis 2014) in obtaining a permit to sell edible
products; providing stands to sell their crafts in festivals; or remunerating them for
musical and dance presentations are some concrete examples in this line. This topic
was not further deepened by the respondents, being more of an incipient or potential
value than a widespread phenomenon in Santiago.
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3.2 NGO & CO Operational Features

Specific aspects of the rationale and operational approach these organizations take
towards migrant ICH safeguarding are discussed in this section, as they might be
contributing to how they pursue the previously mentioned contributions. Here is
where stronger contrasts—both in terms of strengths and difficulties—are made
with other relevant actors, especially public institutions.
In situ, horizontal and progressive knowledge

It is often highlighted that the expertise of these organizations is given by the fact
they are territorially anchored: they are working with or—in more
horizontally-based organizations—from the specific communities, situating ICH
practitioners as the main carriers of knowledge and organizations as more of sup-
porting actors (Jacobs 2014a, b). This approach provides a crucial strength:
detailed, concrete and up-to-date information that constitutes the main input for
their actions. For instance, regarding the challenges specific migrant communities
face in terms of their social inclusion; or the ways in which they are currently
expressing their culture in Santiago. It follows from this that these organizations are
progressively and continuously updating their knowledge:

Of course it has evolved [the organization], because migration in Santiago has changed.
Each project is growing and strengthening. ‘Salsa la Primavera’ used to last a couple of
hours, now eight days. Before, it was a dance show and that’s it. Now there is a deeper
cultural issue regarding salsa culture and migration, which requires an evolution. We bring
guests, invite people of other nationalities, do a variety of activities, like talks, music
clinics, meetings of music lovers, everything that grabs the salsa culture. (Female, 40,
Colombian CO)

As this interviewee illustrates, through direct contact with the needs and desires
of the concerned communities, the knowledge and safeguarding actions of these
organizations are constantly evolving, acting as catalysts of local knowledge and
taking accompanying roles (Smith 2011; Kuutima in Bendix et al. 2013), in a
continuous learning and professionalization process. In this way, this in situ and
progressively constructed training is considered key to promote ICH in a
non-reductionist or elitist manner, as previously discussed (Kurin 2007). It is also
highlighted as an advantage over public institutions that are limited to 4-year terms
and subject to the change of political tendencies: the actions of previous govern-
ments are often undone due to different understandings on how to deal with
migration. In some cases, an even stronger contrast is made with the current
government, seen as openly promoting discriminatory policies towards migration.
Inclusive and participation-based

In line with a horizontal and non-reductionist creation of knowledge, active migrant
participation is always described as a key principle within these organizations.
Again, the contrast with State institutions is frequent, where these organizations are
portrayed as more in tune with the bottom-up principles the 2003 Convention
promotes (Broccolini 2013). While it is a strong part of their discourses, it is
important to note that the effective levels of involvement described are very varied.
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Especially in larger NGO, initiatives are mostly led by members of the
organizations.

While they involve migrants in all of the initiatives that concern them, this is
often done for specific phases—such as consulting them in the design, giving them
a central role during events or taking into account their evaluations of the activities
—rather than all stages of the design and implementation processes. A more
extensive participation is here considered desirable, but difficult to achieve given
the already mentioned limitations of time and human resources. In these cases,
consulting or involving migrants in specific phases and installing capacities are seen
as partial solutions. In this sense, there is still space for a more plural and horizontal
recognition of ICH (Smith 2011; Jacobs 2014a, b), where these organizations
prioritize supporting and accompanying over leading roles. In turn, within territo-
rially situated COs that are formed by migrants, most of the work is described as
completely collaborative, taking a horizontal approach to decision-making pro-
cesses and the design of their activities:

This principle of horizontality is permanent, in every space: in the teachers’ assembly we
plan and evaluate the lessons together; during the lessons we work together with the
students … there are no hierarchical spaces; conversation is always on a horizontal level.
From the beginning, we have always wanted the students not to be just students, but
organizers. (Male, 28, Haitian CO)

This interviewee shows how, at every stage of the design and implementation of
their language courses for Haitian communities, a democratic logic underlies. While
in this case the organization was created by Chilean citizens, most of the sampled
COs are formed by migrants themselves, eliminating the issue of ‘involving’ them.
Given this characteristic and existing resources limitations, this principle is often
extended to the creation of collaboration networks with similar organizations, in
order to share information and join forces for the implementation of their activities.

In this participative philosophy also lies a difficulty: levels of participation and
active involvement from migrants are often described as low, due both to the
existence of other priorities in their lives—especially for more vulnerable groups—
and different kinds of ‘participative cultures’ in every country of origin. For
example, the Ecuadorian interviewee mentioned citizen participation levels in that
country are usually low, which is also reflected in this new environment.

An important risk was also mentioned regarding the actions of NGOs and COs
in terms of promoting the visibility and appreciation of migrant communities: the
flipside is that, when these initiatives are not carried out with the active involvement
of migrant communities, but take a paternalistic instead of an accompanying
approach, there is a risk of producing opposite effects. For instance, of hiding or
reproducing existing power conflicts under an illusion of symmetry between cul-
tures; or reducing a specific culture to the validation of a single ICH expression. An
example of the latter is the promotion of a national festivity celebration in a specific
environment, such as a school or working place, and reducing the social inclusion
of the migrant community to that single action of celebrating their culture. In other
cases, an instrumentalization of migrant individuals is mentioned. For example, one
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interviewee mentioned that in the last years, it became ‘trendy’ to include migrant
topics and individuals in theater plays, without a true interest in their social
inclusion. The importance of seeing migrants as the ultimate arbiters of the value of
their ICH (Severo and Venturini 2015) is often highlighted as something to keep at
the center of these organization’s work; to treat them as active and strong subjects,
capable of identifying their difficulties, opportunities and possible contributions to
Chilean society, and taking part in valuable exchanges instead of being
‘accultured’.
Limited resources, self-management and voluntary work

Finally, a relevant feature of these organizations is a limited availability of
resources and a self-managed and voluntary nature. Scarce financial resources are
mentioned, almost in every interview, as one of the main challenges, which limits
their choices and the time they can dedicate to their primary purposes, since gen-
erating new resources is a constant preoccupation and demands significant amounts
of time and creativity. This is especially the case for NGOs and COs that focus on
festivals and massive events that require extensive planning efforts and expensive
infrastructure.

While types of funding and working teams are as diverse as these organizations,
a common feature is that, in most cases—with the exemption of larger NGOs–,
funding comes from self-sustaining activities. Some are in the context of their main
initiatives (e.g. charging an entrance fee to their ICH events) while others are
specifically aimed at raising funds (e.g. raffles and food sales). Another frequent
source of income is private donations, usually from members themselves and, in
some cases, sponsoring companies. Lastly, applying to public funds is mentioned
by half of the respondents.

This limitation of resources is tied to the voluntary nature of most of these
organizations: only in a third of them stable members receive a salary, usually being
the case of NGO with a good position and long trajectory in the fields of migration
or CH. In smaller NGOs and every CO, participation is completely voluntary.
Especially in the case of the latter, all members have jobs outside the organizations,
forcing them to work on their free time, becoming more energy consuming and
limiting certain areas of their work (e.g. being able to contact State institutions, only
available during working hours). In some cases, this can entail a challenge in terms
of their motivation and commitment towards the organization. However, it can also
be an advantage, as it is said to be more likely that members will act in a coherent
and honest way towards the purposes of the organization, and for unstable members
to spontaneously offer their support to their activities, with the only motivation of
spreading their culture.

Finally, resource limitations and instability are not only financial, but also
spatial. A significant number of respondents pointed out the existing difficulties in
the access to public spaces:

You have to look for them, but it’s complex … we make a carnival where different
traditional expressions of Latin America meet and we have difficulties getting permits, to do
these activities that are free, for the community … it is not the same as if there is a run,
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when the whole Alameda10 closes for the day, or if the Pope comes … for things that have
to do with rescuing our most ancestral identities, there is no space, there is no respect.
(Female, 47, NGO for migrant social inclusion)

As this respondent illustrates, they directly or indirectly refer to a lack of support
from governmental institutions, mentioning there are not enough spaces for migrant
ICH expression and that the access to public spaces is highly dependent on political
tendencies, especially, to how favorable to migration is the Municipality involved.
High levels of bureaucracy in obtaining consents and a very restrictive policy
regarding musical performances or the number of attendants (compared to other
activities undertaken in public spaces), are mentioned as examples of the difficulties
in facing Municipalities, that often affect the execution or continuity of ICH
activities. The current government is often portrayed as not making culture in
general a priority, not guaranteeing the right of migrants to express their culture just
like any citizen, and even promoting policies that openly reject migration. This lack
of support reveals a limitation in the potential broker roles discussed in previous
studies (Jacobs 2014a, b; Lewis 2014) and supports the general assessment of
NGOs and COs not being sufficiently mobilized in supporting ICH safeguarding
processes (Jacobs 2014a, b), despite their potential contributions.

4 Concluding Remarks

The study was aimed at exploring how NGOs and COs understand their contri-
butions to safeguarding migrant ICH expressions in Santiago, Chile. In doing so, it
brought together the topics of migrant social inclusion and ICH safeguarding
through the role of these organizations, whose potential relevance has been pre-
viously overlooked.

Certainly, the social inclusion of migrant communities is a complex and
multi-dimensional topic, as it seeks the conditions for a full participation in the
social, cultural, economic and political spheres (Abrams et al. 2005). Without the
intention of making generalization or reducing migrant social inclusion to a single
realm, the study revealed the potential of culture—and ICH in particular—in this
field: making immigrant visible and appreciated; strengthening their communities
through reinforcing their identities and social ties; and showing its economic
potential emerged as the main values of ICH for the social inclusion of newcomers.
In achieving them, relevant contributions of these organizations emerged, being
fulfilled both externally—by promoting spaces and sensitizing actions that target
the receiving society—and internally—by facilitating spaces, promoting associa-
tions and empowering migrant communities.

Naturally, some limitations must be taken into account: a reduced availability of
financial, spatial and human resources; and the risk of reproducing the power
relations these actors intend to overcome (Broccolini 2013; Kuutma in Bendix et al.

10Alameda is one of the main avenues in the center of Santiago.
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2013; Smith 2011) are relevant challenges. However, they are not enough to
overshadow their contributing actions and, especially, some of their operational
features: it is their inclusive, participative and horizontally-constructed knowledge
what seems to have progressively fueled their work for the social inclusion of
migrant communities. In other words, it is this direct and longstanding work with
them what seems to provide an extensive expertise around their practices, needs and
desires, making their actions both adequate and flexible, in line with the dynamic
essence of ICH (Ladrón de Guevara and Elizaga 2009) and the bottom-up
approaches promoted by the 2003 UNESCO Convention (Kurin 2007; Severo and
Venturini 2015).

In this way, the study contributes to the expansion of non-Eurocentric empirical
evidence on horizontal and dynamic approaches to ICH safeguarding (Kurin 2007;
Lewis 2014), in a setting marked by a rapidly growing immigration process where
non-State actors have taken relevant roles. Moreover, findings support critical
heritage perspectives and expand them to the field of migrant social inclusion.
Touching upon power issues, the study shows the role of these organizations in
making intercultural conflicts, elitist discourses and potential challenges in the
re-territorialization of ICH practices visible (Smith 2011; Caba and Rojas 2014)
and, in turn, promoting sensitization, dialogue and appreciation of cultural diversity
as social inclusion devices.

The study also provides a good starting point for further research. Considering it
is based on a single-actor point of view, there is a risk of blind spots and overly
optimistic insights. In this way, the understanding of the role of these organizations
would be enriched with the perspectives of other relevant stakeholders, from ICH
bearers to museums, schools and governmental institutions. Comparative per-
spectives on the topic would also be very valuable, in order to find similarities and
differences in the work of these non-State organizations that could sharpen the
knowledge on their specific contributions and particularities.

Finally, regarding the ICH policy field, the study could have relevant implica-
tions for the design of more well-targeted State actions, where the in situ, horizontal
and progressive expertise of these organizations is recognized and supported. ICH
expressions are as living and dynamic as the migrant communities that carry them,
and policies aimed at ensuring the persistence and social inclusion of immigrant
practitioners and promoting cultural diversity as a value must recognize these
aspects to ensure the viability of ICH expressions.
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Feminist Movements in the City:
New Strategies of Commons in Latin
American Context

Carolina Gallo Garcia and Elena de Oliveira Schuck

Abstract

In the wake of a new wave of feminist movements in Latin America, this chapter
seeks to analyze the city as a gendered space where gathering of protesters may
propose new forms of organization. In the context of the emergence of
conservative forces and democratic disruptions, street movements present forces
of resistance to the growing socio-spatial segregation, violence, and discrimi-
nation. Thereby street movements claim for a more inclusive urban agenda. This
chapter presents a critical gender approach to urban space based on three cases of
feminist bottom-up organizations addressing inclusive public space policies in
the region. We identify these as examples that dispute the traditional narrative
between public and private, proposing new forms of organization of the urban
public space based on the notion of the commons.

1 Introduction

In the contemporary context of the debate on urban public space, announcements of
its decline (Sennett 2014) and “death” (Jacobs 1992) emerge as responses to
excessive privatization of urban life, making it necessary to bring to scrutiny the
traditional meanings about the constitution of public spaces. Starting from the
understanding that such a notion of a decline of the public “man” (sic) (Sennett
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2014) means looking at the past as the holder of a lost ideal to be rescued. It is
necessary to question in what terms—practical and ideological—these promises of
a plural public culture were contemplated in urban life.

Deutsche (2008) pertinently inquires who was considered a citizen in these great
remote civic scenarios that so many authors recall. She also questions for whom the
city was once more public before. When proposing to reflect on the spaces of social
minorities—women, homosexuals, foreigners, workers, and ethnic minorities,
Deutsche (2008) brings up a central issue by proposing an always controversial and
disputed character of public space, so that we can call it that.

In this context, it is intended to reflect on the notions of urban public space as a
public good from a gender perspective that highlights its complex and disputed
character. To this end, this chapter presents a critical gender approach to urban space
based on three cases of bottom-up organizations that point out to more democratic,
feminist, and even public spaces. We identify these as examples that dispute the
traditional narrative between public and private, proposing new forms of organi-
zation of the urban public space based on the notion of the commons (Harvey 2012).

2 The Gendered City: A Mutual Production

[Spaces] are gendered in a myriad different way, which vary between cultures and over
time. And this gendering of space and place both reflects and has effects back on the ways
in which gender is constructed and understood in the societies in which we live. (Massey
1994, p. 186, italics by the author)

Historian Perrot (2007) seeks to unveil historical evidence of a persistent
asymmetry in the uses of the city from a gender perspective: public men and private
women. More recently, some authors in the field of urban planning and architecture
(Muxí 2006; Agrest 2008) have brought to the center of the discipline’s debate the
need to not only make differences in the uses of spaces visible but also to question
the broad processes of making women invisible as subjects of urban life.

In this sense, it is noted that physical space—architectural, open or closed
spaces, public or private—corresponds to a social structure, that is, the social place
occupied by certain subjects tends to be reproduced in the material spatial struc-
tures, which corroborate the perpetuation and reproduction of the social and eco-
nomic conditions of these agents (Bourdieu 2013, p. 134). In hierarchical societies,
spaces are also hierarchized, to function as a “spontaneous metaphor of social
space” (ibid). In these, social distances are inscribed in the physical world, thus
producing direct implications for the constitution of identities and possibilities of
forging or not belonging to certain spaces.

In a context of increasing financialization of cities (Harvey 2005), the place
occupied by certain agents in the urban physical space increasingly tends to reflect
their position in the social field. Thus, the social structure tends to be reified in the
possibilities and impossibilities of the appropriation of physical space that each
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social group has so that space becomes a directly tangible effect of symbolic power
(Bourdieu 1999).

To think of the city from a women’s perspective, feminist criticism sensitive to
the issue of space brings to the center of the debate the dominant significances in
the disciplines of urbanism. These significances idealize the functional city and
urban policies as a type of universal experience, markedly masculine, oriented
toward the use of automobiles and presenting the territory as a neutral space.

Jacobs (1992), although not openly a feminist, was certainly one of the first
female writers to launch a feminine perspective on the city, proposing urban
planning that took into account the space for its users. By making an ode to the
importance of the vitality of the sidewalks—busy, with a plurality of people, of
encounters, a mixture of commerce, homes, and leisure—it produces a reinforce-
ment of “public life,” due to the inevitable coexistence with difference. Jacobs, who
actively fought the construction of the Lower Manhattan Expressway in her
neighborhood in the 1950s, is an exemplary case of what Harvey (2012) argues:
public goods such as public spaces, cannot automatically be equated to commons—
they must be appropriated by citizens through political action so they can constitute
commons.

As Butler (2015) states, it is the bodies gathered in their plurality that can claim
the public. In her text, there is a direct criticism of the supposed neutrality of the
public sphere and public space, especially the dominant notion that all public space
is already, by nature, public: these are always disputed to conform the common.
Collective claims, when submitted to perspectives that recognize asymmetries in the
socio-spatial relations of the order of class, gender, and race, must bring the bodies
together in public space: “The claim of equality is not only spoken or written, but is
made precisely when bodies appear together, or rather when, through their action,
they bring the space of appearance into being. This space is a feature and effect of
action.” (Butler 2015, pp. 88–89).

Thus, to think of the city as a determined and determinant space for gender
relations is to recognize that transformations within the scope of such relations must
be exposed as a substantial parameter in the changes that have occurred in space. In
a perspective aligned with feminist geography, it is understood that the modern
dichotomy between public and private has provided spatial articulations that reify
gender inequalities. According to Perregaux (2005, p. 183): “[…] spatial organi-
zation and gender construction are interdependent, as part of power relations that
engage other forms of domination as well, such as race, class, and sexuality.”

Massey (1994, p. 179) states that “spaces and places are not only themselves
gendered but, in their being so, they both reflect and affect how gender is con-
structed and understood.” In other words, Massey reinforces the idea of interde-
pendence when thinking about the issue of limiting the mobility of women, either
due to the absence of a good public transport network, either due to the fear of
harassment or because the city has been planned mostly for cars, such limitations
have been crucial for the subordination of women in certain socio-cultural and
historical contexts. The city is identified as a key spatial scale through which these
relationships are formed and perpetuated (McDowell 1983). In this sense, space can
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be affirmed as determined and determinant to the constitution of gender relations.
Considering that every social relationship is the result of power relations and that
space is fundamental in every power relation (Foucault 1984), it can be said that
social relationships are spatially and materially based, which therefore favor
articulations that reiterate and reproduce inequalities.

We hope to have made clear the argument of this chapter so far: social relations
have a spatial and material basis, and as such, these bases can contribute to the
perpetuation of asymmetries such as gender—there are co-implications between
gender and space as inseparable dimensions from understanding socio-spatial
dynamics (Massey 1994; McDowell 2000). However, it is necessary to escape from
a binary perspective, as highlighted by most of the contemporary feminist thought:
to think public space and common practices in contemporary times, it is necessary
to understand it relationally. In this sense, in the final part of this chapter we
present new forms of production of the common (Harvey 2012) that take shape in
the streets of Latin American cities and are led by women’s movements.

3 The Common and the Debate on Marginalized
Identities: Notes for Thinking the City

In the city, the common is an inherently relational phenomenon. […] usage and con-
sumption practices are a constitutive part of the production of the urban commons: in fact,
consuming the city is nothing but the most subtle form of its production. (Kornerger and
Borch 2015, p. 7, italics by the authors)

When dealing with the possibilities of producing the common in urban spaces
from a feminist perspective, firstly it is necessary to distinguish between public
urban goods and urban commons: their borders are fluid and “dangerously porous”
(Harvey 2012, p. 79). According to Harvey, urban public goods tend to be easily
co-optated by neoliberal logics, whereas the constitution of the common-the author
emphasizes social movements that achieve an urban dimension—has a revolu-
tionary, reformist, and anti-capitalist dimension.

A diversity of collective demands brought together, such as Tahrir Square in
Cairo and Syntagma Square in Athens are public spaces, but become urban com-
mons when people assemble to make demands and express new political views. The
streets are public spaces that are transformed into the common of a revolutionary
movement by collective action (Harvey 2012). The author does not highlight any
feminist march, but these examples may include Women’s March on Washington
(2017), Ni Una Menos in Latin America (2016) and Black Monday in Poland
(2016) as emblematic cases of urban mobilization incited by feminist collectives.
These are examples of commoning.

The common is not to be construed, therefore, as a particular kind of thing, asset or even
social process, but as an unstable and malleable social relation between a particular
self-defined social group and those aspects of its actually existing or yet- to-be-created
social and/or physical environment deemed crucial to its life and livelihood. There is, in
effect, a social practice of communing. (Harvey 2012, p. 73, emphasis added)
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In this way, the struggles to appropriate the public spaces in the city for a
common purpose are ongoing and permanent (ibid). As the author highlights, the
“traditional left” struggles for grappling the revolutionary potential of urban social
movements. They are often dismissed as attempts to deal with limited issues
(women’s marches are definitely seen as one) and therefore not a revolutionary
movement. As we will see further, those feminist public claims usually bring dear
demands to the left movements, such as the right to housing, accessible and sus-
tainable public transport, public health issues, among others.

These movements can also be associated with the idea of counterpublics, pro-
posed by Nancy Fraser (1990): the author argues that the public sphere becomes
truly public through counterpublics, which would be discursive subaltern arenas
produced in opposition to the notion of a neutral and unified public.

[…] where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses,
which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities,
interests, and need”. (Fraser 1990, p. 67)

In refusal to understand the public sphere as bourgeois and unified, this vision
also confronts the Habermasian rationalist theory, verifying that all consensus is a
result of modes of domination and therefore of exclusion. The widely disseminated
notions of public space as the ground where consensus must be produced are then
replaced by the notion of containing publics and counterpublics as a “plurality of
competing publics” and “always conflictual” (Fraser 1990, p. 61) that contests the
exclusionary norms by elaborating alternative political discourses.

By presenting the cases in the third part of this chapter, we argue that these
emerge as waves of responses to the growing democratic disruptions and the
emergence of conservative forces in Latin America. The scenario of major setbacks
in social rights is followed by eruption of social movements struggling against the
increasing violence associated with discrimination based on gender, race, class, and
sexuality. These forms of discrimination produce different experiences in the living
of cities, affecting unequally those who have or do not have access to jobs, policies,
and public facilities. The struggles for rights led by women have incorporated both
urban and broader themes of social justice, but which indelibly cross materialities
and territories, since all human action depends on material support:

it is equally true that the collective actions collect the space itself, gather the pavement, and
animate and organize the architecture. As much as we must insist on there being material
conditions for public assembly and public speech, we have also to ask how it is that
assembly and speech reconfigure the materiality of public space and produce, or reproduce,
the public character of that material environment. (Butler 2015, p. 81)

Thus, the locus of the effectiveness of feminist marches must not be diminished:
they take place in the space where power relations are produced and reproduced—
the city. Agrest (2008) verifies a suppression of the feminine as a symbolic resource
to the space built by modern architecture and urbanism, suggesting that both the
materiality and the logic inherent in urban public spaces corroborate the perpetu-
ation of social relations that are, as mentioned, always produced by and through
space. Yet, paradoxically, the city remains as the scenario for public expression of
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the feminist struggle for excellence: by moving to the urban space, where they are
ideologically suppressed, women produce resistance against hegemonic discursive
orders against the dominant structures that determine unequal urban relations
(Garcia and Schuck 2018).

[…] the square and the street are not only the material supports for action, but they
themselves are part of any account of bodily public action we might propose. Human action
depends upon all sorts of supports-it is always supported action. We know from disability
studies that the capacity to move depends upon instruments and surfaces that make
movement possible, and that bodily movement is supported and facilitated by non-human
objects and their particular capacity for agency. (Butler 2015, p.72)

In Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, Butler (2015) shows an
approximation of social manifestations in public spaces, advocating them as key
pieces in the production of crises in the status quo of democracy as a universal right
that is given. When addressing how the possibility of physically and politically
claiming for public spaces is not something given to everyone, but, rather, it
complies with the asymmetric notion of the public sphere. Thus, the concept of
public space also becomes the subject of scrutiny by the author, who understands
the city as a space for political action for excellence.

In the case of public assemblies, we see quite clearly the struggle over what will be public
space, but also an equally fundamental struggle over how bodies will be supported in the
world - a struggle for employment and education, equitable food distribution, livable
shelter, and freedom of movement and expression, to name a few. (ibid, p. 72)

Considering data that shows a marked social, political, and economic inequality
of the gender order in Latin America, we think that this phenomenon is inseparable
from urban matters in the context of mutual incidence between social space and
material space. It is, therefore, appropriate to present feminist and urban social
movements, which increasingly seek to dispute the narratives between public and
private and present as potentially revolutionary urban-based movements in Latin
America.

4 Three Cases in Latin America: Feminist Urban
Contestations

As presented so far, in this section, we briefly present a critical gender approach to
urban space based on cases of bottom-up organizations that point out to new
possibilities for more democratic and inclusive public spaces: a feminist urban
squatting movement, the Ni Una Menos movement, and the Chilean women’s
movement that obtained global projection through digital networks in 2019. We
identify these as a few examples that dispute the traditional narrative between
public and private, proposing new forms of organization of the urban public space
based on the notion of the common. These three cases may be organized from two
central axes for gender-sensitive urban debate: (1) the struggle for decent housing
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associated with gender violence; (2) mobility, fighting gender violence, and state
violence.

(a) Feminist Squatting: Mirabal Reference House

Here is a case of squatting that aims to protect women in situations of violence,
especially domestic, but also from state violence due to evictions. In research on
squatting undertaken by women during the 1970s in London, Ward (2017) outlines
a historical picture of massive urban occupations that responded both to the aspi-
ration of social and political movements—such as the feminist and lesbian move-
ment—and to the effects of inequalities in urban development. Although the
author’s object of analysis is to produce a historical view at the phenomenon of
intense occupation movement in regions full of unoccupied properties, it is worth
noting both the recurrence of the housing problem in populous urban centers and its
direct association with gender and class inequalities. Ward (2017) goes back to how
the housing issue was especially difficult for women alone with children, due to the
long waiting lists for social housing, and highlights the role that such occupations
played as centers of reference for women, including victims of violence. In pre-
senting this historical perspective on housing struggles from a gender perspective,
she suggests that these urban occupation policies in the 1970s may connect with
twenty-first century “occupy” movements and feminist organizations in favor of
safe housing for victims of domestic violence.

The Mirabal Women Reference House appears on November 25, 2016, in a
disabled and abandoned children’s shelter, located in the city center of Porto
Alegre, Brazil. It was occupied by about 100 activists, in order to create a reference
space for women at risk and violence. The date and name given to the occupation
pay tribute to the three Mirabal sisters, Dominicans murdered by the Trujullista
regime in the 1960s, who would later become Latin American symbols of women’s
resistance.1 The initial objective was to guide the need for shelter, given the great
demand2 for more emergency shelters for women in situations of domestic vio-
lence, in addition to requiring public services and public assistance policies.

Coordinated by the Olga Benário Women’s Movement, the Reference House
operated at the address between November 2016 and September 2018. Since
September 2017, a working group had been created to manage the dispute for
occupation of the property, in order to seek an agreement in meetings with members
representing the State Government, City Hall, Public Ministry and Public Defen-
der’s Office. Between June and September 2018, there was a long period of threats
of repossession and judicial suspensions, until the beginning of September 2018
when the repossession of the property was completed. Since then, the occupation
has been transferred to the former Benjamin Constant State School. The state

1November 25 was declared by the United Nations in 1999 as the International Day of
Nonviolence Against Women.
2As reported in 2016, the municipality had only one shelter for this purpose, with 48 places to
welcome victims of domestic violence, even though the city has records of the occurrence of
violence against women every 45 min.
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government transferred the school property offered to Mirabal for municipal
management, which in turn was committed to providing space for the use of the
Reference House.

The new reference house was, however, far from the city center, creating some
problems of displacement and accessibility to public goods for residents. In this
sense, the situation of vulnerability of women in the occupation is reified by the
new adversities of displacement, which socially affect the possibilities of restruc-
turing the lives of these women who arrive at the House, considering the central
role of space for the constitution of social agents. This debate refers to the imbri-
cation between gender, race, and class as determinants of the different possibilities
of the subjects to live and move. It is possible to think about the situation of female
occupants from what Federici (2012) identifies in several studies as the “femi-
nization of poverty” around the world, since there is a direct association between
intensification of poverty and urban spatial segregation (Maricato 1996). As stated
by Rolnik et al.:

For women, the location of housing far from employment centers and public facilities or the
absence of an efficient and accessible public transport network are particularly damaging
aspects. Living in a distant place means, for them, greater difficulty in finding a job, greater
expense of money and physical wear due to the long displacements they need to make.
(2011, p. 17)

Thus, we highlight how the access to housing is central to social reproduction,
since the domestic sphere is still the primary space for the performance of repro-
ductive work. From the need to leave the home where violence is perpetrated,
women are deprived both of their homes and of the network of sociability and
support provided by family, friends, and neighborhood. Thus, the absence of a
network for effective coping of the problem of gender-based violence is directly
related to the debate on housing.

Violence against women can be considered a public problem, given its structural
character and therefore must be tackled at the institutional level. It is worth noting
that the failure to implement and/or violate the basic right to housing results in very
specific consequences regarding the vulnerability produced from gender violence
perspective. In this sense, Mirabal’s repossession in 2018 leads us to reflect not only
on the absence of the State in the management of gender violence, but also on the
aggravation of the situation of these women. They are relocated and need to forge
new support networks and new forms of resistance that are mediated by the
self-managed organization of the Reference House.

For Rolnik et al. (2011), the violation or non-realization of the right to housing
has specific consequences for women, which is central to the promotion of
autonomy, the preservation of physical and psychological integrity and the fulfill-
ment of other fundamental human rights. Therefore, incorporating the gender
perspective into the debate on the right to housing and the city is necessary, since
both rights are deeply imbricated and the difficulties in realizing these rights affect
women in specific ways. However, what can be seen from the case study is the
annulment of women—especially those racialized and coming from poor social
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classes—as a subject of law both before the aggressor and the State itself when this
is absent in the provision of protection.

Today, even though displacement is a central issue for the occupants, concerns
have been exacerbated by new threats of eviction: throughout 2019, a breach of the
agreement previously established by the Porto Alegre City Hall was reported on
Mirabal social network. In an audience with the Human Rights Commission of the
Legislative Assembly of the State of Rio Grande do Sul, an agreement was reached
between the State, City Hall, and the Movement to ensure the work carried out by
the Reference House. During a year of negotiations with public entities, the space
assigned to the Reference House is constantly under new requests for repossession
required by the Porto Alegre City Hall itself, which fails to comply with an
agreement previously established among other public entities, civil society, and
other instances of the City Hall itself.

However, until the present writing of the chapter, the Reference House resists,
and it is necessary to recognize the political power of occupations such as Mirabal,
which are organized around anti-hierarchical principles and collective work, nec-
essary to claim better living conditions for women broadly. This movement and
similar ones in Latin American cities emerge due to its reformist potential: the case
of Mirabal is a feminist urban phenomenon claiming the right to the city seeking to
tackle the diverse inequalities of gender, race, and class, precisely by producing
spaces of struggle and resistance.

(b) Ni Una Menos and machista violence

In another work (Garcia and Schuck 2018), we dedicated ourselves to the analysis
of the posters wielded in the Ni Una Menos protests. Proclaimed as “a collective cry
against machista violence”, this movement emerged in Buenos Aires in 2015, with
Plaza del Congreso as its first stage, in addition to a hundred squares throughout the
Argentine country. It affirms the “beginning of a new path” and its main objective is
to give voice to the feminist cause. There follows a public declaration to fight
patriarchy and femicide, crimes that killed 275 women in one year in Argentina
(2015–2016), and which places Brazil in 5th position in the world ranking according
to the World Health Organization (WHO), with 4.8 homicides per 100,000 women.
The movement in Argentina emerged as one of the most prominent and mediatized
protests against gender violence in recent years, echoing in several Latin American
countries.

With the objective of protesting against gender violence and, above all, against
femicide, the movements express power in challenging gender violence, at the same
time that they break with the very ideology of domestic confinement. When they
move to the urban space, where they are ideologically suppressed, they produce
counter-hegemonic and contestative resistance to structural male domination. The
movement managed to organize and star in one of the feminist marches with the
greatest media reach, gathering around three hundred thousand people. Among the
hundreds of images produced in the media coverage, combative speeches referring
to the issue of the right to the city are identified. The suggested hypothesis is that
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the occupation of the streets by feminist protests against macho violence is not a
matter of chance, but rather, results as a fundamental element for understanding the
movement itself.

The rhetoric of blaming victims of harassment and / or various forms of sexual
and gender-based violence perpetrated in cities is commonly associated with certain
inappropriate conduct by women to enjoy public spaces. The contestation of this
rhetoric attests to the unequal constitution of these spaces, especially in regarding
the right and possibility of access to them. The assignment of responsibility to
women for their own safety in urban spaces shows the aspects of such asymmetries:
the imposition of codes of conduct for the enjoyment and circulation on the streets,
dress, and proper posture—in addition to the temporal issue, when the night
becomes even more excluding and determinant—they are elements of common
sense that demand confrontation.

The profusion of posters can be organized into two broad sets of ideas: the
rejection of violence and the claim for egalitarian rights, especially the right to the
city. These posters are dissident speeches, aligned with the logic of the counter-
publics (Fraser 1990), which contest the systemic gender inequalities and show the
political character of the dispute for urban public space: “these counterpublics
emerge in response to exclusions within dominant publics, they help expand dis-
cursive space” (ibid, p. 67).

The slogans wielded on the posters can be read as alternative narratives, evoking
dissent and exposing the fissures of an alleged democratic public space. By
rejecting binary interpretations of the city and the impossibility of erasing the
multiplicity of experiences in it, Ni Una Menos proposes to think about escapes
from the strategically established order throughout the construction of dissent
discourses. By playing with new speeches, affirmatives and bodies that disturb the
apparent order established in the city, we suggest that the movements provided
escapes to the hegemonic images that allude to the public space as something
consensual.

In addition to a spillover from the private to the public, these discourses attest the
fact that social movements need, as noted by Butler (2015), to insist on the exis-
tence of material conditions for public protests and speeches. This means thinking
that space is not neutral, but rather a condition for the profusion of new speeches:
both the protests and their speeches reconfigure the materiality of public space.
Thus, the voices of the streets seem to emanate the claim to the most fundamental of
rights: the right to the city as an elementary way to exercise citizenship. At the basis
of the meaning of democracy in the polis is publicity—that is, the right to speak and
be heard, for the purpose of political recognition for negotiating differences. In the
poster that supports the phrase “I don’t want to feel brave; I want to feel safe,” we
verify a demand for equality based on the negotiation of a position of refusal to the
current terms of usufruct of urban public spaces.

Among numerous phrases, we highlight (a) “We want ourselves alive and free.
The streets are ours”; (b) “Not one less, it is not the victim’s fault, it is machismo”;
(c) “Sorry for the inconvenience, but they are killing us”; (d) “One day, I will no
longer be afraid to walk on the street, I will no longer be afraid to die for your
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machismo”; (e) “My cleavage is not an invitation to follow me”; (f) “Let me walk
quietly down the street”; (g) “Using public space does not mean that my body is
public too”.

These are some examples of phrases associated with themes of repudiation of
violence, demands for equality, and the right to the city. In the vast majority of
sentences, it is possible to verify the unfavorable situation of women to enjoy their
full rights as citizens in public spaces. These protests are definitely shaped by the
expression of subordinate counterpublics. They are parallel discursive arenas, in
which women represent a social group subordinated to patriarchal power, imposing,
in turn, the circulation of their counter discourses. Such counter discourses allow
them to formulate alternative interpretations to their identities and differences.

(c) Women’s March in Chile: Production of the Digital Common

Since November 2019, Chilean women’s marches have garnered international
media coverage mainly due to the great impact of the hymn “El violador eres tu”3

created by the collective Las Tesis. The collective originated in Valparaiso released
the hymn4 for the International Day to Combat Violence Against Women, on
November 25th. However, due to allegations of abuse in anti-austerity protests and
against President Sebastián Piñera that have taken over the Chilean streets since
October 2019, the song was first presented on November 20. In choreographed
action, women take public plazas wearing black blindfolds to intonate the song.

According to data from the Gender Equality Observatory for Latin America and
the Caribbean (OIG)5 of the Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean (ECLAC), at least 3529 women were killed in 2018 for gender reasons in
25 countries in Latin America and Caribbean. The data put several countries in the
region at the top ranking in femicide issues.

The scope of these women’s protests was global, attracting reproductions of
music and choreography in different cities around the world, such as São Paulo,
Buenos Aires, Istanbul, London, Paris, and New York, among others. Several
performance videos circulating on social media have also obtained thousands of
views around the world. Although the advancement of the neoliberal prescription is
present in most countries of the world, what draws attention is that, among all
Chilean protests, it is specifically the protests of Chilean women against the vio-
lence that have become a phenomenon of worldwide circulation resulting in a
transnational common production.

3“The rapist is you.”
4The lyrics are followed by a choreography repeated by demonstrators blindfolded in black fabric.
“Patriarchy is a judge/ Who judges us because of us being born/And our punishment is the
violence you don’t see/It’s femicide/Impunity for my killer/It’s the disappearance/It’s the rape/And
it wasn’t my fault, nor where I was, nor how I dressed/You were the rapist/You are the rapist/They
are the police/The judges/The state/The President.”
5Available at: https://oig.cepal.org/pt/indicadores/feminicidio-ou-femicidio accessed on 03/20/2020.
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These great marches then became mobile, fluid, and global through information
technologies, which contribute to the circulation of images and narratives that cross
borders, overcome censorship, and become part of the protest itself. The filming of
truculent actions by the police produces a kind of “counter surveillance” of these
actions. Moreover, thus, those bodies on the streets are required by the media to
have an event, one that exists in a global arena (Butler 2015, p. 94). Once again,
space takes on a central role for all social action, even though digital media allows
to form a digital common.

These protests also constitute the logic of counterpublics as new ways of con-
testing systemic gender inequalities—and, above all, urban space as a locus of
discursive disputes. The Chilean demonstrations, which had more than 1 million
participants, have no defined leadership, nor a precise list of demands: it is a
widespread criticism of the neoliberal economic system, which, behind the apparent
success of macroeconomic indices, hides a profound social discontent. Associated
with a broader dispute against austerity policies, it is worth remembering that the
trigger for the protests occurred after the increase in the price of subway tickets,
added to a series of pre-existing economic policies that generated profound dis-
content. In this sense, it is evident that “the city is not a frictionless agglomeration
of commoners, but rather a site for ongoing contestation about what counts as
common and who counts as commoners.” (Kornberger and Borch 2015, p. 15).

In these common production insurgencies that articulate collective demands,
there is “the spontaneous coming together in a moment of irruption; when disparate
heterotopic groups suddenly see, if only for a fleeting moment, the possibilities of
collective action to create something radically different” (Harvey 2012, p. 17). That
is, as public assembly as Butler (2015, p. 80) argues, they affirm in a new way the
right to have rights:

The right to have rights is one that depends on no existing particular political organization
for its legitimacy. Like the space of appearance, the right to have rights predates and
precedes any political institution that might codify or seek to guarantee that right; […]. The
right comes into being when it is exercised, and exercised by those who act in concert, in
alliance. Those who are excluded from existing polities.

Therefore, it is under the circumstances of these ephemeral actions of com-
moning of those who are excluded that Chilean protests and feminist protests
conform. They contest specifically violence against women in protests, but also
violence in everyday life. Undoubtedly, Kornberger and Borch (2015) are right in
proposing that the use of places increases their sense of common when they are
used, shared—and we add—politicized by struggles that present their constitutive
exclusions. The concept of an urban common is strengthened precisely by the
gathering of several commons, which in the public space intersect in a dense
network and show the formation of a plural urban collective to historically
marginalized voices.
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5 Final Considerations

Despite the symbolic exclusion, the daily practices of women in cities do not cease,
and it is necessary to highlight that these practices escape the power of space
organization technologies. In other words, somehow, architecture as well as dis-
courses symbolically establish a reality of social space in the material space of the
city. Such symbolic systems—visual, discursive—clash in the public arena when
we read “We want ourselves alive and free. The streets are ours.” Ni Una Menos
and other feminist movements such as the Chilean Women March and feminist
squats guide new articulations, possibilities of discursive production and poly-
phonies of political practices in the field of feminism.

In the case of Mirabal Reference House, we highlighted as the (im)possibilities
of displacement and urban mobility also impacted and limited the survival options
for these women: it is a spatial distance that reinforces social distance and prevents
women from overcoming adversities. Throughout this chapter, we have worked to
show how issues of the right to the city, gender violence and their disputes with the
state and neoliberal policies are intersected. We perceived that some experiences of
spatial distances concretely reiterate social distances (Bourdieu 1999), resulting in
aggravation of difficulties faced by women in a situation of violence. However, it is
due to their reformist potential that these movements emerge: they are urban and
specifically feminist phenomena that demand social justice and the right to the city,
seeking to fight diverse inequalities of gender, race, and class, precisely at the same
time, and to produce spaces of resistance that are always based on communing.6
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Can Social Fractures Affect the Legal
Framework? Towards an Institutional
Craftsmanship

Verena Lenna, Roberto Randazzo, and Michele Trimarchi

The merchant persuaded the shepherd that the pasture and the
forest were the right place to build a beautiful mansion. He could
benefit from rents and sales, much more than his present
earnings. The shepherd agreed and accepted the deal.
The herd suspected that something could spoil their pasture and
decided not to move.When the shepherd tried to fell the trees and
scythe the grass, he was prevented to even entering and soldiers
had to be called in, to evict the herd. The sun was setting.
From amongst the trees Elinor the magician appeared. She
surveyed the scene, in silence. When the shepherd started to
complain, pointing to the norms and traditions, Elinor simply
stated: “This place is not yours, it belongs to its users”.
(from The Tale of Commons)

Abstract

The relationship between urban communities and local administrations is
necessarily complex and dynamic, often contradictory and even conflictual.
Considering the proliferation of civic initiatives and their struggle for rights, our
hypothesis is that the interest of communities and the public interest can be very
different. The final outcome of their interaction is strongly determined by the
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interpretation of the existing legal norms, as an expression of the prevailing
political view. Urban commons allow us to rethink the interaction between the
regulatory framework and the social ferments. The appropriation of neglected
buildings and vacant sites questions the legitimacy to violate the law in the name
of the common good; symmetrically, the design of ad hoc regulatory frameworks
can lead to the institutionalisation of community-based initiatives, at the expense
of their political value, and raises new questions about their representation and
the related responsibilities. Which institutional approach can prove effective in
supporting commons-oriented urban actions? How can they redraw the
relationship between community and administration? How can we balance
public and community interest? This chapter addresses these complex issues, by
exploring three different cases of commons-oriented action. We suggest that they
may provide us with useful insights in view of adopting an institutional
craftsmanship being built in between flexible regulation and finely tuned
co-operation.

1 Introduction

Rome, Italy, year 1886. Villa Borghese is a private park, legally owned by the
Borghese family. The resident community, as well as visitors, voyagers and tem-
porary residents, normally use the park to enjoy leisure time. Suddenly, one day
Marcantonio Borghese decides to close the park by forbidding the access to visitors,
and Leopoldo Torlonia, then Mayor of Rome, sues him on the basis of the
ambiguous nature of Villa Borghese as res in usu publico combining private
ownership and public right of entry; such a condition should prevent the owner
from denying access to the park. The argument proves successful, and the Court
imposes the re-opening of Villa Borghese, as Pasquale Stanislao Mancini, the
plaintiff’s attorney, had sustained in the appeal brief.1

The case is eloquent under various perspectives: it shows how a bundle of
different rights can gravitate towards the same resource. It highlights the need for
legal regulations to conciliate opposite interests. It suggests the relevance of shared
interests in recognising the legitimacy of uses, such as leisure, educational and
cultural activities, the fulfilment of needs. However, at the same time it points out
the delicacy of balancing a multiplicity of specific expectations, rights and uses that
could prove divergent or even conflicting, thus questioning the consistency of their
formal representation.

1The appeal, Del Diritto di Uso Pubblico del Comune e del Popolo di Roma sulla Villa Borghese,
was published in 1886 (Di Porto 2013). The case is described in Marella (2017). The final decision
of the Supreme Court was adopted on 9 March 1887.
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Commons have a long history. Their ‘ancestors’ are quite old, considering that in
ancient times many forms of collective and shared property were ordinary, and that,
as Marella (2017) sharply argues, also referring to Thomas (2002), “individual
property in Roman Law, which the dominant view has traditionally represented as
the noble ancestry of modern private property, derives ‘by subtraction’ from the
legal regimes of common and public goods, so that individual property itself was
even unconceivable without taking into account the regulation of non-private
goods” (p. 73).

Through the centuries many forms of common action have been established,
responding to economic, social and cultural aims in the broadest sense. Many of
them disappeared or have been forgotten, crushed by the priorities of public and
private forms of property. From land and agricultural entitlements—as in the case
of ‘usi civici’—to Community Land Trusts, from urban commons to Wikipedia, the
phenomenology—and consequently the theoretical interpretation and elaboration—
of commons proves rich and varied.

Ranging from commons as shared practices in a material setting and their
‘tragic’ implications (Hardin 1968), to commons as converging purposes able to
generate sustainable management of shared resources (Ostrom 1990), the economic
approach to commons focuses upon the balance of a set of different interests
achieved by overcoming the usual binary approach: on the one hand the public,
driven by State distortionary action, on the other hand the private, driven by the
rules of the marketplace bound to equilibrium and efficiency. A third area proves
indeed eloquent and useful, taking many historical experiences as virtuous and
effective cases of commons, and elaborating consistent interpretation for the many
emerging phenomena that conventional wisdom cannot consider unless labelling
them as ‘anomalies’.

The Marxist narrative of commons focuses on the resistance to processes of
accumulation by dispossession. Federici (2011), Swyngedouw (2011) and Harvey
(2012) are just a few among the most eloquent scholars on the topic, although from
different standpoints. Urban commons are thus conceptualised as a contemporary
expression of the right to the city. Their value proves crucial in a period of radical
transition, when the urban fabric is anaesthetised by increasing processes of
financialisation; when, together with urban land, what is dispossessed is the power
to decide and the possibility to inhabit in the broad sense of the word.

Urban commons are ad hoc projects, which need to be instituted (Dardot and
Laval 2014), thus every time defined in relation to site-specific conditions and
purposes, triggered by the needs of the involved communities, and adjusted to the
existing regulations. As complex experiments that simultaneously redefine juridical
architectures, spatial configuration and uses, while establishing socio-economic and
cultural alternatives, urban commons require an interdisciplinary perspective, so
that their holistic and pragmatic approach to the management of resources could be
seized, as the source of a radical innovation. It is under this angle that we will look
at the three cases examined in this chapter. Our reflections are situated in the space
where local forms of governance take shape by interweaving three layers: (a) the
legal infrastructure and its design of rights and duties, opportunities and
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prohibitions, whose features are generality and abstraction; (b) the administrative
regulations and its range of possibilities and constraints, incentives and bureaucratic
trails, whose rules are (should be, at least) crafted with reference to the local
specificities; (c) the social ferment and its desire to establish and consolidate shared
views and practices, whose actions are forced to combine informal fertility and
formal processes.

The most evident, and frequent, problem arising from the combination of these
three layers in the everyday practice of urban communities is twofold: on the one hand,
the purposes of the actors located in the different layers are often reciprocally
conflicting, and in any case their plain consistency cannot be granted in advance; on
the other hand, the difference in their space and time framework naturally implies a sort
of institutional dissonance due to the diverging interpretations that each layer advo-
cates, either formally or informally. Among these the conception itself of property
rights, as well as the definition and scope of public, collective and private interest.

Considering the endemic rigidity and slowness of central legislation, the com-
plex range of interests and goals within local regulation, and the heterogeneous
bundle of needs, desires and views perceived and pursued by the urban commu-
nities, this chapter examines urban commons as a factor for institutional transfor-
mation. As an alternative to a rigid regulatory attitude, urban commons seem to
suggest the possibility of practicing an institutional craftsmanship underpinned by a
finely tuned co-operation, thus transforming the relationship between the urban
community and the local administration.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The following section will examine
three cases of urban commons related to a variety of situations and featured by a
variety of factors. The third section will focus upon them by adopting the ‘mor-
phology of the folktale’ (Propp 1968) as a tool aimed at identifying and comparing
roles and actions. At first, we will recognise and describe two main characters: the
urban community and the local administration. Then we will highlight the recurrence
of a plot, according to which their relationship—either struggle or co-operation—
appears to be constantly defined and mediated by the interpretation of the existing
legal infrastructure—our third character—with its design of rights and duties,
opportunities and prohibitions.

Such an interpretative grid allows us to expose the ineffectiveness of the existing
legal framework due to its natural abstraction and generality and the consequent
slowness in responding to emerging phenomena and their multiform, ever-changing
nature. As a result, urban commons risk to be either institutionalised or repressed.
What is lost in both cases is the possibility of a more radical and substantial
transformation of the legal framework and policies. In the fourth section of this
chapter we will argue that a different approach should instead recognise the capacity
of communities’ interests and actions to transform legislation, policy and therefore
the modus operandi of urban administrations. By elaborating a synoptic interpre-
tation of the transactions across the three levels at stake we will draft possible
institutional approaches and tools aimed at responding to the emersion of
increasingly multiform bundles of uses, and the related bundles of rights, many
examples of which can be found in the urban commons.
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2 Three Cases of Urban Commons

2.1 Neglected Areas: Illegality and Social Subsidiarity

On 7 February 2019 the police evicted a group of activists from the “Asilo
Occupato”, a former kindergarten located in the central area of Turin, via
Alessandria, in the Aurora neighbourhood, occupied since 1995. Social anarchists
—as they defined themselves—claimed the right “to disrupt the strategies of power
and open the doors of freedom”; through the years they were held responsible for
criminal activities mostly against the State. Structured as a small company, with
clear organisation, roles and functions, they were accused of carrying out many
violent actions in several Italian towns, mainly consisting in arson attacks against
banks, embassies, and other symbolic places. In the attempt at exerting some
influence upon the national policy on migration, one of their main targets were the
Centres for Accommodation and Repatriation (formerly CIE), whose management
was considered biased and incorrect. In the wide police action following the Turin
eviction a sort of handbook was found in various places: National textbook of the
violent anarchist, whose conception and elaboration was attributed to via
Alessandria occupants. After the eviction, a protest was performed in the area, and
many damages had been recorded against both persons and buildings.

The group had re-occupied the building after a quick and short eviction in 1998,
and had started a diffused action against the “mechanisms of exploitation, exclusion
and repression” (Falconieri 2019): their protest and critique towards the State could
also be expressed through effective daily actions of care and social assistance. With
the occupation they took care of an otherwise abandoned building in a degraded
neighbourhood, waiting for speculative plans to be realised and for the consequent
gentrification to expel the poorest residents of the area.2 Bianchin (2019), resident
in the Aurora neighbourhood for twenty-five years, living just in front of the Asilo,
remembers not only the coming and going of the guests, but also the community
garden, the repainting of the façade, the dinners organised to collect funds for poor
tenants, in the attempt at preventing their eviction, as well as to cover the trial
expenses of anarchists in jail.

The local community had coexisted with the occupied ‘Asilo’ for more than
twenty years. While many complained about the problems that the situation
allegedly generated, others appreciated the daily gestures of solidarity of the
occupants, and the courage to stand against the speculative transformation of the
Aurora district. On one side, the social anarchism and the right to the city; on the
opposite side of the scale, the charges of having established a subversive associa-
tion and carried out the related criminal activities. Both actions were motivated by

2These processes already affect the other half of the Aurora neighbourhood, where a sort of
smart-working district is being developed, following the urban renewal of this former industrial
area started in 2012. Its flagship project, the ‘Nuvola’ complex by Cino Zucchi, triggered a
substantial rise in the real estate property values, according to Osservatorio Immobiliare della Città
di Torino.
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the conviction that the State and the local administration were uncapable to manage
the neighbourhood, when not fueling inequalities. Was it just angry romanticism?

The reactions to their eviction, that was defined “an intervention for public
safety”3, were manifold. Satisfaction was expressed by the Mayor Ms Chiara
Appendino and many other local and national politicians, as well as by police
officers; Appendino also announced that Turin Municipal Administration was
already planning to devote the building to associations, nonprofits and organisations
active in the field of social services, while denying any possibilities that the
building itself could be sold within a wider plan of real estate disposal and sale.
After the eviction, a small crowd tried to protest against the police, while many
anarchists were arrested in many parts of Italy. Not all the neighbours were
unconditionally happy about the eviction. Looking back at the 25 years of occu-
pation the words of Bianchin (2019) reveal the contradictory feelings not unfre-
quently triggered by occupations, between fear and pride, conformism and
disobedience. Acknowledging their illegal status and witnessing the troubles
occurring in the building, Bianchin remembers their ‘arrival’: “In the first years we
hoped that the building would be cleared: as everybody, we thought that their
presence would degrade the area. They were crooked and dirty—at least it seemed
so to our aesthetical sense—dressed in black and ‘poor’. Poverty always scares,
also when it is not ours”.

The area had been degraded for a long time before the occupation: the noisy
presence of a disco had generated thefts and damages, disturbing the neighbour-
hood with the many parked cars, and screams and troubles until late at night. Two
streets away, a supermarket was used as the gathering point of drunk and desperate
individuals, illegally recruited as cheap labour force. Drug trafficking and crimes
proliferated—and still persist—with fights and frequent wounds, sometimes kill-
ings. Compared with such a violent repertoire, the occupants were never “robbing,
stabbing, burgling. Clearly, ‘occupying’ is an illegal action. But, if the Municipal
Administration did not need that kindergarten (was it really so?) it was not so
unreasonable that somebody would use it in a different way and, why not?, as a
social centre. […] An abandoned and unused space is a waste” (Bianchin 2019).

Two concluding reflections. The former concerns the conditions for the very
existence of an occupation, as an illegal action by definition. The issues of property
violation and public security, by referring to the legal framework, call upon the
political will of administrators, who will have to interpret the law in between the
pressure of investors and the needs of the concerned communities: in between
ideology and consensus building. Negotiations and tolerance of the status quo can
be achieved also in consideration of the social value of the activities squatters often
organise. While making room for the alternative and the deviant, in the words of
Castel (1995), they certainly offer support and solidarity, but at the same time they
operate as safety valves, impeding more severe explosions of rage. The latter
reflection concerns the issues of representation, responsibility and coexistence of
rights that occupations inevitably raise. To occupy an abandoned space means to

3Words of the Mayor, Ms. Chiara Appendino, as reported by the press.
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give it back to everyone, the Squat movement asserts.4 While an unconditioned
access would certainly lead to the tragedy of the commons, questions arise con-
cerning the establishment of a substantial participatory governance. This dilemma
invites us to reflect, on the one hand, on the conciliation of the goals and needs of a
community, fulfilled by a given resource which they have direct access to and
govern; on the other hand, the need to redefine the ways and contents of repre-
sentation towards any institutional, social and informal counterparts.

2.2 Dismissed Spaces and Creative Re-appropriation

On February 2014, the Prefect of Rome rejected the proposal of formally approving
the Statute of the newly established “Fondazione Teatro Valle Bene Comune”.
A few months before the new regulations had been crafted by a group of occupants
with the legal assistance of Stefano Rodotà, formerly professor of Civil Law,
Chairman of the Lower House of the Italian Parliament, and President of the
Authority on Privacy. The ambition of this unusual Foundation was to create a new
‘institution’ based on common goods—beni comuni—and their management, a
form of ‘collective property’. Although the purpose was to address the complexity
of unregulated phenomena with a versatile approach, the Prefect simply rejected the
Statute arguing that it lacked the basic legal assumptions. This ended up denying
the legal personality of the Foundation, and thus stopping the process of rehabili-
tating the commons in the legal landscape; collaterally, the emersion of further
organisations sharing orientation and strategy with the occupants of Teatro Valle
was also prevented.

“I am aghast—commented the director and actor Hossein Taheri, one of the
occupants—they want to chop off the legs to a three-years’ experience, pretending
that nothing ever happened. They will not stop us, we will go on with our project
also thanks to our agreement with the citizenship, with the subscribers of the
Foundation. I believe that the problem is that we established the venue of the
Foundation in the Theatre. We are citizens engaged in a project that institutions did
not want to understand, we wrote to the Mayor Ignazio Marino, and to the Ministry
for Cultural Heritage and the Performing Arts Massimo Bray, but did not receive
any replies” (Giannoli 2014). After the failure of such a project and a period of
silence the main Theatre of the city, the national Teatro di Roma whose main house
is Teatro Argentina, a few blocks away from the Teatro Valle, started a programme
labelled “Interludio Valle” consisting of exhibitions, installations, conferences and
many other activities except performing arts. It could be interpreted as the
acknowledgement of the urgency not to abandon such a historical building on the
one hand, and to admit the persistent inability (or, according to many, the
unwillingness) to take care of it on the part of the Municipal Administration, owner
of the building, on the other hand.

4www.radar.squat.net.
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The story started in 2011, after the disposal of the Italian Theatre Authority
(ETI-Ente Teatrale Italiano) as part of a long-lasting wave of cultural austerity
combining slow reductions and peak withdrawals in financial support, associated to
growingly byzantine regulations, regularly performed by a sequence of govern-
ments of different political colour but showing equal indifference to culture and the
arts.5 Publicly funded, with very small box office revenues, the Italian theatre
system has never seriously explored any market options and still prefers competi-
tion to co-operation, since the main struggle is to get funds out of a limited general
amount. Teatro Valle was among the houses directly managed by ETI. Suddenly
abandoned, there was no possibility that either a public or a private company could
take over (similarly to what Teatro Duse, another former ETI house in Bologna,
experienced in the same period), leaving a range of professionals (artists, techni-
cians, administrative staff) without a job. Cultural workers, activists and citizens
decided to directly manage it, by occupying its venue and starting a
commons-oriented, experimental model of governance. Many shows were offered
by external theatrical companies and single artists with no fees to the then “Teatro
Valle Occupato”, allowing workers to get their salaries from the ordinary box office
revenues. After this favourable start, the occupants realised that their project needed
to grow up.

The ‘shapeless community’ of the early period—in the words of Stefano
Rodotà—had generated a “new subject, endowed with the right and the method to
establish a dialogue with other institutions. From now on the walls of this building
and its management concern the interaction with the participating local authorities;
they cannot prescind anymore from its real existence, evenly” (Lo Gatto 2013). The
prevailing atmosphere was wishfully romantic, reminding famous social struggles
of the past, and combining idealism with a more pragmatic search for funds. The
rules and modus operandi adopted by the occupants for the Foundation were
somehow unrealistic, if we consider the specific needs and rhythm of theatre life:
the season must be drafted at least one year in advance, continuity grants cultural
and strategic reliability, the structure and the decision-making processes need to be
structured and smooth: a theatre, like many other enterprises, works like a clock-
work, and even a small friction can compromise the whole productive endeavour.

The Statute appeared to be “a wishful document based upon assembly decisions,
short-time turnout and a sort of improper use of the label ‘common’, although no real
approach to the culture of commons was actually present in the internal regulation”
(Lenna and Trimarchi 2019). Although the Statute clearly referred to the values and
principles of a commons-oriented governance, the financial framework was quite
conventional (core activities, public calls, public funds) also aiming at the required

5The Italian legislation dealing with the performing arts is featured by a sequence of partial
innovation aimed at granting survival of the organisations through monetary funds, while at the
same time generating financial difficulties that will be faced by the next act, at its time inducing
new forms of weaknesses. It regularly follows this uneven path, although the government normally
promises a general reform, and the beneficiaries of funds patiently wait for it to be crafted,
approved and introduced (Sabatini and Trimarchi 2019).
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inclusion in the beneficiaries’ category6; voluntary donations were included among
the possible revenues, not really far from corporate sponsorship, membership pro-
grammes and the like: the label sounded more ambitious than reality. Among the
principles were “solidarity, non-discrimination, promotion of workers’ rights and
dignity, environmental protection”. The difficulty to conciliate a participatory
approach in decision-making with the adhesion to an economic model based on
competition (though formally rejected), as well as the idealistic principles with the
concrete funding needs, ended up revealing the weakness of the experiment.
A community needs to share not only motivations but also solid rules. In the case of
Teatro Valle, the declared interpretation of the performing arts as tools aimed at
political action, and the idealistic organisation may have strongly contributed to the
refusal of a constructive dialogue on the part of both local and central governments.

2.3 Unmanaged Places and Grass-Root Initiative

Among the Italian towns, Bologna may represent a unique experience for many
reasons. The oldest University was founded here in the year 1088 A.D.; from 1506
to 1859 it belonged to the Pontifical State ruled by the Pope (and it gave Cardinal
Lambertini, as Pope Benedict XIV, to the Catholic Church); after the Second World
War, it was considered the ‘moral capital’ of the Italian Communism. Its varied
history makes it a non-prejudicial town, combining a provincial orientation, a
cosmopolitan atmosphere, a hedonistic reputation and some frugality in its politics.
Social and creative ferments are not rare in Bologna (Trimarchi 2019), also in
consideration of the cultural variety characterising the city. Rather than the outcome
of a homogeneous sensibility, they are often engendered by conflicting views. In a
magmatic town, projects, visions and actions end up building a sort of involuntary
framework whose energy triggers further intuitions.7

The combination of social sensitivity and creative attitude has led to some
unique experiences based upon the search for a sort of social optimisation able to
overcome the usual protocols shaping everyday life. Among these, a pioneering
project is ‘Social Street’ that has generated a wide fallout of similar experiences in
many other towns: almost 500 social streets in the world, involving 100,000 people,
showcase the sound need for a similar project. The rationale of the initiative is quite
simple, grounded in the acknowledgement of a schizophrenic approach to urban
life: isolated in their neighbourhood, people normally interact with strangers
through the web; is it possible to valorise proximity in various exchanges, from
personal to commercial, adopting the web as a facilitator? “From virtual to real”
was the claim of the first Social Street, in via Fondazza, and social networks were

6Access to the FUS (Fondo Unico dello Spettacolo) financial support requires the previous
inclusion in one of the categories of theatrical organisations regulated by State laws, whose formal
labels and substantial requirements often change. When the requirements are not fully satisfied
such funds are not given.
7The many projects related to the communing orientation of many social groups and cultural
organisations in Bologna are examined and discussed by Mariangela Dalfovo in this book.
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used to build an intensive connection among people sharing the same urban area.
As a consequence, the sense of belonging is not defined by political, religious or
cultural beliefs, but simply by a shared living environment and the related territorial
representation of the (collective) self.

Virtuous and fertile, Bologna is not always unanimous in interpreting its cre-
ativity: its professional and social milieu tends to institutionalise many artistic
ferments and phenomena, thus (involuntarily?) blurring their message. An example
is the 2016 exhibition of street art in Palazzo Pepoli (part of the municipal museum
network): “Street Art - Banksy & Co.” was at the centre of a harsh discussion due to
the inconsistency between street art as the channel of antagonist language on one
hand, and museums as the sanctuaries of institutional acknowledgement on the
other. Quite similarly, outside the museum the municipal administration evicted
many homeless families occupying a neglected building or activists managing a
social centre (Xm24, via Fioravanti, 2020). In many cases, occupations were
considered—as the press reported—a response to a weak housing policy on the part
of the municipal administration, whose interpretation of social needs proves—as in
many other towns—uneven, in the evident attempt at building an institutional
identity on one hand, and pursuing general consensus on the other, despite the
heterogeneous needs of its resident community.

Within such a contradictory framework Bologna crafted an innovative kind of
institutional tool, managing to deal with urban commons as diverse, site-specific
experiments. On 19 May 2014, the Municipal Administration approved the
“Regulation on forms of collaboration between citizens and Administration for care
and re-generation of urban common goods”. Proposals can focus upon material
goods (streets, squares, arcades, gardens, parks and green areas, buildings, etc.);
immaterial goods (social inclusion, education, training, culture, environmental
sustainability, re-use, sharing, etc.); digital tools (websites, applications, social
networks, digital training, etc.). The scope is quite wide, and this allowed many
registered associations and informal groups to draft more than five hundred pro-
jects. More than half of the submitted project have been transformed into pacts.
Since the establishment of the Regulation, more than two hundred towns in Italy
have introduced similar legal frameworks aimed at facing the unregulated features
of institutional and social initiatives that capture emerging needs and views, whose
novelty and unpredictability does not fit the conventional framework and the
existing norms.

In such a respect, due to the effectiveness of what first appeared as an experiment
and eventually revealed itself as a versatile protocol, similar legal frameworks are
becoming systematic, thus recognising a pro-active citizenship at the core of a
horizontal interpretation of subsidiarity. The idea itself of ‘active citizenship’ has
been introduced in the Italian Constitution with the 2001 reform, by changing the
Art. 118, par. 4: “The State, regions, metropolitan cities, provinces and munici-
palities shall promote the autonomous initiative of citizens, both as individuals and
as members of associations, in carrying out activities of general interest, on the
basis of the principle of subsidiarity”. This principle is in fact at the core of the
services provided by LabSus (labsus.org), the national Laboratory for Subsidiarity
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that acts like a hub for both unstructured intuitions and existing experiences, which
certainly help active citizens to consistently elaborate and carry out projects focused
on urban commons; it also provides local administrations with a range of technical
tools and strategies aimed at finely regulating specific initiatives in their territory.
Ambitiously, this could be the sort of platform pursuing the metamorphosis of the
existing legal framework, being suggested and fueled by a heterogeneous landscape
of urban initiatives. In such a respect, a versatile reformulation of property rights
and a consistent redefinition of criminal law seem to be the two sides of the same
coin.

3 Institutional Dissonances

3.1 Urban Tales

Although different from each other, the three cases discussed in the previous section
are characterised by common elements. The ‘analysis of the tale’ by Vladimir Propp
(1968) proves useful to recognise recurring plots and purposes behind case-specific
differences. While the actual characters are different, roles and goals are very
similar. There is always a hero, a villain, a helper, but who? There is always a lack
at the origin of the action, which one? What is the reaction? And how is the
recognition of the hero performed? The answers to these questions are necessarily
ambivalent as a result of the plurality of interests at stake and of the site-specific
conditions under which the actions unfold: according to some citizens the hero is
the municipality, according to others the heroes are the squatters. The repetitiveness
of the plots, on the other hand, reveals rigidity: an incapacity of listening and of
institutional creativity that are arguably the main lack—more cultural than
administrative—urban commons are reacting to. Whether it is about inefficiency
and a consequent subsidiary initiative, or about exploitation and the consequent
disobedient response, some sort of lack is at the origin of the stories of occupations
and urban commons, triggering the interaction of the two main characters and
initiating a transformative process.

The most active and creative character is the community, which in the name of
shared motivation and needs acts by combining informal fertility and formal pro-
cesses. The second character is the local administration, which operates by referring
to, and by interpreting, the existing legal framework, swinging between interpre-
tative openings and constraints, most of the times in pursuit of consensus. As a sort
of magic wand (a ‘magical item’ in Propp’s words) law enforcement can legitimate
and trigger co-operation, conflict, even reciprocal indifference between the local
administration and the urban community. Quite often, like in popular tales, one
wins over the other; in some cases—more rarely—a happy ending is in view.

Stories of urban spaces, occupations and commons reveal an unbalanced
framework where many actions converge and generate eventual synergies or con-
flicts. Whether the story starts from inefficiency and subsidiary initiative, action and
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reaction, or even unjust exploitation and illegal response, in every case the diversity
of interests at stake clearly emerges. This is what fuels the story and triggers the
interaction of the two main characters, thus initiating a transformative process that
will deploy its trails until the unavoidable confrontation with the impersonal but
sharp third character: legislation.

This section examines the features and the orientations of the two characters, and
the potential of the ‘magic’ agent. Firstly, the urban community and its response to
the infrastructural voids and asymmetries characterising the current socio-spatial
conditions. Secondly, the approach of the local administration and its diverse
options ranging from indifference to stewardship, within its short-period horizon.
Finally, the ambiguities and controversies related to the legal framework, its value
hierarchy and its rigid principles; it is a crucial device that should prove able to
incorporate and balance the interests of diverse individuals and communities.

3.2 The Plural Space of Rights and Shared Interests

Written in 1974, against a background still echoing the student protests of 1968 and
the critique to the State as an entity “[flattening] the social and cultural sphere,[…]
[enforcing] a logic that puts an end to conflicts and contradictions” (Lefebvre 1991:
23), La production de l’Espace theorised the concept of the production of space, as
a result of the dialectical interaction of three dimensions: the perceived, the con-
ceived and the lived spaces.

The spatial practices—or perceived space—are the space “which embraces
production and reproduction, and the particular locations and spatial sets charac-
teristic of each social formation” (Lefebvre 1991: 38). Each society produces, and
would not exist without producing, a specific space: therefore, the Medieval space
or the space of the Renaissance society is different from the space of the industrial
society. Representations of space—or the conceived space—are “the space of
scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a
certain type of artist with a scientific bent—all of whom identify what is lived and
what is perceived with what is conceived […]. This is the dominant space in any
society (or mode of production)” (Lefebvre 1991: 38). Representational spaces—or
lived space—are the space as directly lived through its associated images and
symbols, and hence the space of ‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’, but also of some artists
and perhaps of those, such as a few writers and philosophers, who describe and
aspire to do no more than describe. This is the dominated—and hence passively
experienced—space that the imagination seeks to change and appropriate. It
overlays physical space, making symbolic use of its objects (Lefebvre 1991: 39).

Space is not only produced, but it is also conflictual. Space is where differences
survive and continuously emerge, thus resisting the homogenisation process
determined by the space of accumulation. “The dominant form of space, that of the
centres of wealth and power, endeavours to mould the spaces it dominates (i.e.
peripheral spaces), and it seeks, often by violent means, to reduce the obstacles and
resistance it encounters there” (Lefebvre 1991: 51). Class struggle is what prevents
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the abstract space of domination, of capitalism from erasing all differences. “The
forms of the class struggle are now far more varied than formerly. Naturally, they
include the political action of minorities” (Lefebvre 1991: 55).

Since the years of these theorisations, which largely influenced the work of the
following generations of geographers and planners, socio-spatial contradictions and
differences increasingly emerged, breaking the abstract space of consensus and of
security required for the processes of accumulation to unfold. Neglect or
exploitation of urban areas was interpreted as unbalanced management of rights and
engendered a variety of reactions aimed at substituting the institutional inefficien-
cies with shared actions, converging towards the common goal of reconquering the
right to use common resources. In fact, groups of residents consider static com-
pliance, conventional protest and even material exit not anymore sufficient to
counterbalance the dispossession generated by biased choices on the part of the
municipal government.8

Under these conditions, what can prove difficult is the interpretation of the urban
community as a bearer of interests. Excluding the conventional rights normally
considered and protected by Constitutions and laws, and supported in each
advanced democracy, the range of interests and expectations related to the urban
community appears to be very wide. In fact, the proliferation of rights and interests
has been the object of very different interpretations. Some scholars consider it as the
consequence of neoliberal policies and a threat to the contemporary concepts of
democracy and justice (Armony 2004; Supiot 2010). At the same time, a pragmatic
understanding of democracy recognises the possibility of a plural landscape of
needs and rights, not necessarily competing or corresponding with a general interest
(Urbinati 2013). Empirically, the analysis of urban dynamics related to every single
case could reveal converging positions and ultimate, common purposes, possibly
leading to some form of either institutional acknowledgement or shared societal
understanding of the interests at stake.

An insightful case is that of Cinema Palazzo, located in San Lorenzo district in
Rome, and analysed by Marella (2017). Having been dismissed by the previous
owner and abandoned for many years, it was rented to a private company in order
for the place to be transformed into a casino. The former movie theatre was then
occupied by a mixed informal group of residents, artists and students, who were
promptly sued for their ‘moral responsibility’ of the abrupt dispossession. The
claim was rejected by the Court, according to which occupiers had been motivated
by “a genuine political interest” and not for economic goals; the occupation was
then “virtuous” having been acted by what the decision itself described as a “pacific
multitude”.9

Marella (2017) observes that “in this case as in others (former Asilo Filangeri,
Teatro Valle, former Colorificio Toscano) it is possible to talk of a ‘virtuous

8On the growing role of ‘action’ as a further choice aimed at overcoming Hirschman’s ‘loyalty,
voice and exit’ range of citizens’ feedback to institutional dynamics, see Lenna and Trimarchi
(2019).
9Tribunale di Roma, VII Sez. Civ., Sent. 8th February 2012.
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occupation’, because this kind of occupation activates a virtuous circle of utilities
production by ‘freeing’ real estates and areas from owners’ misuse whilst, at the
same time, using them ‘properly’, e.g. by organising Italian language courses for
migrants, free sport activities, cultural happenings, afterschool activities, free-access
libraries, etc”.

Given the arbitrariness of defining a common good in the name of which a given
action could be approved, such an argument may prove controversial. As in the case
of Aurora: which communities benefit from the eviction from the ‘Asilo’? Which
communities was that a common good for? On the other hand, these cases also
show how subsidiary actions could fill the void of representation, thus proving
legitimate. While a specific community could be non-authorised to adopt decisions
instead of local government, in some cases it could counterbalance its absence, with
actions aimed at the pursuit of recognised collective interests.

3.3 Local Regulation: Steady or Proactive?

Being characterised by a wide and diverse range of mutable desires and needs,
society continuously challenges the existing uses of space, and the related balances
between public, collective and private interests. Leaving the private interest aside—
since its role is not among the issues dealt with in this chapter—we can observe that
public interest should be general, while collective interests tend to be site-specific
and pursued by heterogeneous groups. Drafting an effective regulation can prove
quite challenging for the local administration, not to mention all those cases where
goodwill has been distorted by indifference, speculation, or by the pursuit of
specific interests.

It is evident that both neglected areas and speculative projects exert a negative
impact upon the resident community. In most cases, they end up amplifying
inequalities and conflicts among different communities of the same town. In such a
respect, it is therefore quite predictable that residents—as well as bearers of a shared
interest not necessarily localised in the same area—will probably react to either a
long-lasting abandonment or to speculative plans by occupying the concerned
spaces in a variety of ways, as Lenna and Trimarchi (2019) examine with reference
to a range of international experiences. This leads to a further institutional disso-
nance, generated by the choice on the part of local administration to remain idle
until the occupation appears to be bearable by the urban community. In simple
words: until the critical mass of informal, illegal and even criminal action often
associated with occupation does not trespass the threshold of tolerance.

This continuous friction is featured by the multiple timing of actions and reac-
tions, due to the different time horizons of general law, local administration and the
urban community: while legislation tends to be subject to slow changes, normally
motivated by consolidated social shifts, administrative action is based upon a much
richer toolbox; its versatility proves more effective in fostering specific interests,
through bureaucratic pauses, sudden accelerations, uneven communication and
often some interpretative effort aimed at capturing local voters’ opinions.
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The evident absence of a solid strategy in urban governance gives room to
unpredictable and potentially conflicting actions, triggered by a variety of moti-
vations, from romantic dreams to social protests, from speculative to criminal
projects, and the many possible combinations of these goals. Even in a physio-
logical setting, where only honest civil servants and entrepreneurs interact, such an
uneven structure of decisions and actions can sharpen social conflicts and urban
contradictions. To make things furtherly complicated, the inconsistency, instability
and weakness of the local administration in establishing clear goals end up
encouraging corruption as a quick way to bend regulations and to accelerate the
pursuit of private interests, at the expenses of a just and democratic governance.
A weak body facilitates pathologies.

The local administration is a layer where rigid rules are often bypassed by
unstructured action, due to a twofold goal: seeking consensus on the one hand, and
balancing a variety of interests, not coinciding with the public interest, on the other.
While regulatory loopholes and uncertain areas could be dealt with by adopting
common sense views, this strongly depends on the ability of local government to
establish a dialogue with members of its community, keeping in mind that most of
the times administrative actions end up being selective, thus unavoidably generating
further conflicts and dissent.

3.4 The Tables of the Law

General and abstract as it needs to be, the legal framework acknowledges and
regulates social change, economic innovation and cultural shift. Whatever violates
these boundaries is illegal; norms strictly and clearly define and list the deviating
actions and behaviours, although the formal regulatory boxes can be sometimes
overcome by either innovative or unpredictable events whose intentions and features
do not perfectly fit the stated prohibitions; this implies a wide area of possible actions
and interpretations. Such a feature of every legal system explains why often legis-
lation proves late: social movements and actions continuously force the existing
boundaries and their realm of what is institutionally established and conventionally
accepted. Triggered by either inefficiency or rigidity, they act as a transformative
force. Legal frames, on their side, require occasional phenomena to become sys-
tematic in order for their conflicting interests to find a new formal balance.

As far as urban commons are concerned, de facto they arise, flourish, decline and
perish while violating, adapting to, or succumbing to a variety of civil and criminal
law norms and regulations. In such a respect, the severity of criminal law violations
strongly depends on the structure of civil law entitlements, and might suffer from
the different frameworks and time horizons of civil and criminal law, whose value
hierarchies exert a strong influence upon the different degree of urgency assigned to
the various issues to be dealt with. Not only this dissonance ends up determining
the inclusion of some specific action as a criminal offence in the light of the
protection given to the corresponding civil right entitlement, but also the weight of
sanctions visibly changes according to the civil law priorities.
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The definition and structure of property rights are crucial for the governance of
commons and their sustainability. Despite the growing privatisation of urban land
(Sassen 2014), despite the variety of practices aiming to reclaim dispossessed built
and unbuilt patrimony, and despite the implications of both processes for the
governance and the project of the city, surprisingly architects and urban designers
are currently approaching property issues in a very superficial way (Lenna 2019).
While their projects may encourage and make new approaches to the use of
resources possible, these are seldom supported by a consistent approach to own-
ership which remains unchallenged. On the other hand, in the most recent years
jurists are intensively reflecting about the need to reconceptualise property rights
according to the emerging approaches to the use and enjoyment of resources, as in
the case of commoning practices.

Among them Pierre Crétois, who suggests that property should be “répensée par
l’accès”, i.e. as a function of the right to access (Crétois 2014). His theorisation
goes in the direction of the interpretation of property as a bundle of rights, as
suggested by Schlager and Ostrom in 1992. This theory was first introduced by the
economist John Commons in 1893, and was later developed by the jurist Wesley
Hohfeld in 1913. By recalling the medieval approach to the use, management and
ownership of land, it was meant to replace the absolutistic understanding of
property. The Italian juridical debate directly refers to this theory. Tracking back the
deconstruction to Pugliatti (1954), an eloquent critical discussion on the evolution
of property is offered by Maria Rosaria Marella who focuses upon the commons as
a legal concept, and explores the wide grey area between the formal poles of purely
public and purely private interest: “The commons represent the epitome of the crisis
of the public/private dichotomy in property law” (Marella 2017: 63).

A few cases are discussed, showcasing the need for a more subtle regulation to
protect the unusual but not infrequent common enjoyment and management of
resources: a common fishery in the Venice Lagoon (state properties can be con-
sidered common goods “when they are devoted to the fulfillment of people’s
fundamental rights” such as the right to enjoy the environment, according to the
judgement of the Italian Supreme Court, 14 February 2011, n. 3665); a pond in a
village in the State of Punjab (India) where the local government’s favour to a local
developer has been evaluated as a violation of common rights, the pond being the
source of water for drinking, washing and watering cattle for the whole community
(Supreme Court of India, civil appeal no. 1132/2011).

By exploring a variety of situations and the growing legal, economic and
sociological literature on the commons, Marella (2017) observes that “the commons
provide a good example of how it is possible to challenge the public/private and
state sovereignty/market divisions as major ideological frameworks that enable the
dispossession of what is produced in common” (p. 64). This implies that, rather
than simply elaborating a ‘third way’ between the public and private property, a
more realistic approach could re-establish the theory of property as a bundle of
rights (Hohfeld 1913), thus providing “a theoretical foundation to the commons”
(ibid.).
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In the absence of such a reconceptualisation of property rights, in many cases
urban commons may need to start with some sort of violation. In addition, further
legal barriers could be used to prevent and dismantle occupations and other forms
of action occurring in public areas. In the recent Italian experience, it is in the name
of ‘security’ that very restrictive regulations have been introduced with the
so-called ‘security act’10 (Decreto Sicurezza). The concern for safety is being
increasingly instrumentalised to prevent or repress ongoing demonstrations and
occupations of both private and public spaces, although the right to demonstrate is
constitutionally granted (art. 21 Cost.).

To sum up, while it is not impossible that existing legal institutions could be
reinterpreted in order for us to recognise a commons-oriented approach to the use of
resources, this requires a political willingness which so far proved absent, to say the
least. The inadequacy of such an institutional posture is furtherly highlighted by the
more or less genuine interest expressed by a growing number of municipalities for
the urban commons. The adoption of regulatory frameworks, however, leaves the
topic of property rights unchallenged, while security-biased interventions end up
dismantling the urban commons. In such a situation, a general legal orientation
would allow to recognise the cultural shift urban commons are expressing, beyond
the contingency of the different initiatives and of the politically coloured favour of
local administrations.

4 What Do Commons Have in Common?

4.1 A New Spirit of Time

The European democracies shaped their national civil, administrative and criminal
legislation during the past century, when the economic and social paradigm seemed
to be stabilised by the promise of a redistributive welfare state, with no perception
of the crises and revolutions that since the 1960s started to disrupt the existing
social and cultural structures. Not surprisingly, therefore, the current legislation
lacks the fluidity that would allow it to face contemporary societal challenges.
Among the others are a massive urbanisation, growing socio-spatial inequalities, the
multiplication of often conflicting interests, engendered by a diverse society.

The heterogeneity of urban communities is reflected in the growing distance
between a wide variety of collective interests and the public interest. The word
‘collective’ describes something that is common to a given group, either locally or
thematically defined, and necessarily specific of that group. In the name of the

10The act 4 October 2018, n. 113, “Norms on public security, prevention and contrast to terrorism
and mafia” tightened prohibitions and sanctions for many actions already included in the criminal
offenses, widening their scope to pacific demonstrations, in response to a generic and quite often
atmospheric demand for ‘law and order’ based on the rejection of migrants and whatever form of
dissent. It was followed by a second ‘security act’: act 15 June, 2019, n. 53, aimed at furtherly
tightening prohibitions and sanctions for both migration and demonstrations.
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principle of representation, the public interest is supposed to be recognised as
universal, and in theory it should prove relevant for the urban community. When
that is no longer the case, many problems are generated by the slowness that central
legislation reveals in interpreting and supporting societal evolutions. Therefore, the
only possibility is the technical interpretation of laws and regulations, when their
drafting allows lawyers and scholars to adapt their letter to society’s changing spirit.

On the other hand, what would be the threshold for recognising the interest of a
community as publicly relevant? How could it work for the rights and interests of
smaller communities? How could they exert their legitimate influence upon public
decision-making processes, and in general the political and social dynamics? There
are neither rules nor established thresholds for the recognition and protection of an
emerging right, although the constitutional norms protect minorities. The rise of
participatory forms of democracy and governance, and the symmetrical crisis of
representativeness seem to suggest that, at the very least, the logic of ritual
democracy is no longer sufficient to fulfil the deflagration of rights characterising
the contemporary society. However, a fragmented landscape of needs and rights
also raises questions. How to deal with conflicting interests? How should the
interactions with the public administration be managed, so that the different social
groups and counterpart could have a voice?

Despite the clear difference and the consequent incomparability among the urban
commons, as they emerge from the experiences examined above and the myriad of
possible dynamics not considered here, some common features may allow us to
elaborate a synoptic view where the three sides of a triangular interaction are
analysed. Although the cases discussed in this chapter are related to the Italian
legal, economic, social and cultural eco-system, we observe that mutatis mutandis
there are many similarities among the commons experiences in the various coun-
tries, since the institutional framework adopted within the industrial paradigm is
endowed with a common backbone.

4.2 Urban Trialogues

Observing the narratives of the urban commons, the constant presence of the ele-
ments described and discussed in Sect. 3 allows us to elaborate a synoptic grid
aimed at describing the recurrent dynamics, and suggesting possible orientations
that can overcome the observed rigidity. The interactions among the three levels are
defined ‘trialogues’: their outcomes can be very different, ranging from constructive
co-operation to violent clash. The combination of the three levels—central legis-
lation, legal administration and urban community—ends up generating indefinite
possible outcomes, and emphasises the need for clarity on the part of each side.

The reciprocal interactions among the three actors of urban commons strongly
depend on the position that each of them is taking and keeping, both in general and
with reference to the specific experience. Considering the strategic goals and
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interests, the scope for action, the constraints and obstacles of each side, we can
focus upon the possible outcomes of their interaction. In a logic sequence, the first
‘move’ is normally performed by the local administration, whose action can vary
between the poles of neglect and indifference at one extreme, and of exploitation
driven by private interests at the opposite one.

The figure below outlines the possible trialogues, whose features can be easily
recognised in the case studies described in this chapter. The red dots represent either
actions or reactions, depending on how the narrative is framed. At the origin of
urban commons, communities react to various degrees of action—or inaction—on
the part of the municipal administration, whose position is located along the central
line in the figure, ranging from neglect—not rarely aggravated by the collusion with
speculative plans—to pro-active regulations aiming at the stewardship of resources
and making space to participation. In any case, the abandonment and the eventual
decay of public patrimony elicits a reaction on the part of the concerned commu-
nities, with the purpose of re-appropriating resources that otherwise would be
subtracted to public use.

Community-based initiatives can be very different, from taking care of a com-
munity garden to the occupation of either private or public buildings for artistic or
social purposes. However, subversive purposes are not related to any specific
activities. A community garden can go a long way in mobilising the attention of the
whole city, and preventing the umpteenth speculative project.11 Within the
framework of the existing legislation, to act or to disobey appears to be a sort of
constrained choice, depending on the purposes and the conditions of the initiative.
The municipal administration, at its turn, counter-reacts by referring to the current
legislation (the line at the top of the figure) and its interpretation, by applying rigid
boxes to magmatic changes, with attitudes that range from repression to tolerance to
regulation, as represented by the arrows. Consequently, the relationship between the
administration and the communities involved in a given initiative can be simply
confirmed or variously reshaped, as represented by the line at the bottom: between
the extremes of antagonism and participation there is space for transitional
dynamics centred either on the agonist co-existence of diverging positions or on
negotiation.

11As it happened in the case of the community garden “Potagers Boondael Ernotte Akarova”,
which filed an action against the municipality, to prevent the enforcement of a land use plan which
would have dismantled the garden to make room to further housing projects and, ironically, a
community centre, in a part of the city characterised by sharply rising land value. The Potagers
won the case before the Conseil d’Etat in May 2018. http://www.tuiniersforumdesjardiniers.be/
2018/05/17/potagers-boendael-ernotte-akarova-victoire/.
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Urban commons often start as occupations. Besides filling institutional voids,
they are often inspired by largely shared values such as care, responsibility,
socio-spatial justice, participation and self-expression. In the attempt at building
consensus, or in the name of genuinely shared ideological premises, local public
administrations often adopt a tolerant attitude. However, as we showed above, the
status of illegality of occupations is what makes them fragile and legally authorises
their dismantlement, even when what is at stake is the right to housing and the only
violation is the occupation of an otherwise abandoned/unmanaged space and no
other crime is committed. Therefore, as soon as the troubles associated with the
occupation trespass the threshold of conventional safety (not necessarily on the part
of a majority: sometimes the dissent of an influent group may prove sufficient) or
diverging interests prevail, evictions are the legal answer of administrations. Of
course, it is a political response to a problem whose complexity cannot be reduced
to a single action.

While the evolution of societal needs and the emersion of conflicting rights
should induce a radical transformation of the systems of governance, the trialogues
illustrated in the figure show that, on the contrary, innovation risks to be paralysed
or neutralised by rigid attitudes and inadequate legal frameworks. Is there any
chance that our deus ex machina could perform as a flexible magic wand,
acknowledging the actions, the values, and the desires of the communities? If that
would be the case, what role would the administration play? How would this
change the relationship with the communities?

The circular line in the diagram allows us to imagine what a different approach
would be engendered. The starting condition of the new narrative would be the
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recognition of the capacity of communities to actively contribute to the fulfilment of
their needs and rights. With this background, the legal framework would have the
purpose to empower rather than to regulate, and to make possible the continuous
redesign of the sets of compossible rights (Steiner 1977). Rather than being the
magic wand in the hands of the administration, such a legal framework should work
as a toolbox, providing the actors with the basic elements for a do-it-yourself
approach, suggesting principles, methods and criteria more than preconceived
formulas.

Therefore, to begin with, the illegality of a given practice, instead than being an a
priori label, could be pondered in relation to a background of emerging values and
rights. In fact, if the purpose is that of recognising and amplifying the transfor-
mative capacity of the urban commons, the problem is not the lack of pacts,
agreements and participatory platforms allowing the establishment of a horizontal
system of governance. On the contrary, the problem is that those formal boxes end
up suiting only conservative practices rather than more radical and truly innovative
experiments, the latter being suppressed from the beginning by a rigid under-
standing of illegality, as we explained above. The possible way to face such
complexities is what we can define ‘institutional craftsmanship’. The first step, we
suggest, is to reshape the regulatory framework as a common ground and a system
of attunement, allowing communities and their administrations to constantly adjust
the relationship, in the name of a co-responsible, collectively built governance.

5 Concluding Remarks: De Jure Condendo

Urban commons can generate a change in a landscape that seems to be bound to
record a merely dimensional growth. Their origin and evolution introduce new,
often unexpected values and dynamics. Until now the legislative framework, the
social conventions, the established protocols are not crafted to accept the emerging
needs, desires and views which commons respond to. As stranger bodies, urban
commons perturb an apparently stable system, and end up creating frictions,
sometimes fractures among the different actors involved in this complex multifold
interaction, thus highlighting the urgency of an institutional transformation. This
may imply various interventions aimed at effectively adapting the current legislative
grid, the local administrative approach, and the strategies of urban community
towards a truly collaborative decision-making process. This means not only
establishing clear goals, but also monitoring the adoption of adequate and acces-
sible tools, fine-tuning actions to the contingent changes, and pursuing sustain-
ability within a horizontal subsidiarity framework.

At the local level, the introduction of a toolbox aimed at facilitating and
encouraging the dialogue among social groups and with the municipal adminis-
tration appears to be crucial, also in view of its selective power. The frameworks
that aim at regulating the urban commons, however shaped, end up on the one hand
extracting value from condescending practices; on the other hand, crowding out
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genuine antagonist and subversive projects. The latter, in fact, not only arise from a
critique of institutions and their modus operandi: they are also often associated with
illegal actions. Due to their illegal features, they can be easily delegitimised,
although they often fill institutional voids by providing the weak components of the
urban community with support and assistance they would not obtain otherwise.
Therefore, any legal framework aiming at amplifying the transformative capacity of
the commons and of any other initiative should make room also to the under-
standing of the contingently illegal, the fragile and the disobedient, for example,
considering and evaluating—with the needed caution—the conditions that triggered
an alleged illegal action and that could represent a partial exemption from the
criminal responsibilities.

Consistently, an administration aiming at empowering its diverse community
would gradually reduce competitive calls for projects, whose main effect is the
fragmentation of the efforts and capacities of local associations and organisations
and would rather identify the forms of collaborative frameworks supporting
reciprocities and transversal collaborations, thus allowing also the fragile and
emerging initiatives to exist and find their way. This would induce
community-based projects, aimed at managing urban commons, to adopt a medium
time horizon and to point at the cultural, social and economic impact they can
generate upon the resident community, within a transparent negotiation where each
actor plays an active role. Furthermore, in such a framework shared motivations and
processes would aim at a co-operative governance of resources independently from
the specific purposes, thus crafting and consolidating effective paths to social
inclusion.
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A New Urban Agenda: Interpretation
and Action



At the Fringe of Human Freedom:
The Concept of Space and Time Within
Urban Settlements and Among
Nomads in Antiquity

Raffaella Frascarelli

Abstract

The aim of this research is to identify in the early urbanism of the ancient Near
East and in the nomadism of the Eurasian steppes the signs of a sociocultural
dimension close to our concept of commons, particularly in relation to mobility
in space and the control of time, also exploring how contemporary art collective
practices are the generators of a new aesthetics of the real, the living commons,
through the ongoing artistic researches of Filippo Berta and Julien Bismuth.

1 Space and Time Commons

The hypothesis of this study is that a dimension akin to the commons may have
been ubiquitous, perhaps also due to the non-existence of sociopolitical forms and
technologies being able to impose a structured control over time and space. This
condition would have been subject to alterations that would have modified the
human relationship with space and time to the point of causing the loss of
awareness on the real value of impartial sharing, consequently favouring mediated
and codified forms that would have deprived individuals of their right to access
material and immaterial resources equitably. To relate a conception of commons
intimately dependent on issues raised by our society’s emerging notion of commons
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to a remote past that we can imagine more than reconstruct might seem a hazard.
But it is a risk worth taking, especially by evoking the ability of the commons to
generate not only practices instrumental to the disempowerment of neoliberalism,
but also sociocultural know-how qualified to deconstruct a rationalist knowledge of
the past, cultivating theoretical spaces necessary not for revolutions or reformism,
but rather for explorations such as those of contemporary aesthetics.

The attempt to question any rigid formulation also resounds in a definition of the
commons, the meaning itself of “good” in constant transformation. Hardt and Negri
(2017) provide some explanations on natural commons and social commons: the
earth and its ecosystem; the immaterial common of ideas, code, images, and cultural
products; material commodities produced or extracted by cooperative forms of social
labor; metropolitan and rural social territories; social institutions and services aimed
at health, education, housing, and welfare. Another appropriate description of
commons is the one provided by Commons Transition and P2P: a primerwithin The
P2PF Library (https://welcomecdn1.p2pfoundation.net/wpcontent/uploads/2017/09/
commons_transition_and_p2p_primer_v9.pdf).

2 Archaeological Negotiation

In this research, the birth of the city in Mesopotamia may have signed a noteworthy
episode in the transition to a sociocultural form of regulated freedom, a condition
symbolically increased in its space-time abstraction and diminished both materially
and sensorially in its actual space-time dimension. In the case of the nomadism of
the Eurasian steppes, its limited engagement with common goods was altered
during its historical transformation into a series of steppe empires (Xiongnu, Türk,
Mongol), wherein space and time would find a correspondence in the creation of
visual commons. The chronological framework focuses on two different historical
periods and cultural contexts: Uruk early urbanism (3500–3200 BCE) and Eurasian
steppes’ nomadism during the transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age.
While Mesopotamian textual sources demand a thorough examination of their
ideological aspects, even in the presence of a rich material culture, the absence of
written sources for nomadism is integrated by a pictorial apparatus represented by
the vast repertoire of petroglyphs scattered in the Eurasian steppes.

Within a multidisciplinary framework, it is also necessary to consider the rela-
tionship that historical archaeology has intertwined with capitalist modernity and
colonialism (Liebmann and Rizvi 2008; Lydon and Rizvi 2010; Croucher and
Weiss 2011; Leone and Knauf 2015; Gorshenina et al. 2019), especially the
influence exerted in the realization and deconstruction of colonial historical rep-
resentations (Said 1978). Archaeology implies a loss of data in the process of
communication between the issuer (stratigraphy, artefact, monument, etc.) and the
receiver (archaeology), and the tacit creation of a cultural apparatus negotiating
between translation and reality. Indeed, the desire to approach the hard sciences
makes us envision a time machine that, once the methodological and theoretical
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coordinates have been entered, is able to faithfully return the image of history. But
it is only a mirage. Such a vision of a perfectible archaeology is only desirable if we
are aware that the result can never be achieved. The reconstruction of the past can
only ever be a precarious construction concerning academic disciplines that engage
with distantiation such as archaeology and history. In the general desire for an
understanding of contemporaneity and a definition of the paths of the archaeology
of the present (Graves-Brown et al. 2013), a critical approach to archaeology,
history, and religious studies can be part of that other modernity (Lash 1999) that
looks at and for differences.

3 Early Urbanism Ideology

Human sciences dealing with antiquity agree on the fact that nomadism precedes
urbanism and that, with the advent of the city, both ways of life coexist on all
continents. More problematic is a unanimous definition of city: numerous studies
focusing on the appearance of the city highlight the differences among settlement,
urbanization, city, urban society, urban site, and state (Childe 1950; Tönnies 1963;
Weber 1966; Nissen 1988; Mazar 1992; Algaze 1993; Liverani 2006). Even more
challenging is the ideological question of the first city: while the UNESCO World
Heritage Tentative List considers Jericho/Tell es-Sultan the oldest city/proto-city in
the world, those looking for the oldest of the cities should not ignore 12,000 years
old Göbekli Tepe (Schmidt 2000, 2001, 2011), one of the greatest megalithic
monumental architecture in the world, whose discovery raises more than one issue.
It is indeed problematic and challenging not only to establish the very nature of
Göbekli Tepe, but also to place it within the theoretical framework on the
neolithization. The criteria of UNESCO’s Nomination Text emphasize these
exceptional features (https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1572/documents/). Notwith-
standing the debated function of Göbekli Tepe, it is hard to believe that its sur-
rounding area did not host communities structured according to a certain rate
complexity, possibly already highly specialized, characterized by social differen-
tiation, and likely as cohesive as such a massive enterprise requires for its designing
and construction, people possibly living in tents or other arrangements made from
perishable materials. Furthermore, considering megaliths as temples, sanctuaries,
and ritual places can also be obsessions bequeathed by a certain archaeology which,
before anything else, keeps on tracing the origins of what would later be defined as
“religion” in the prehistory (Notroff et al. 2016). An alternative view considers
Göbekli Tepe as a domestic place, a space where people lived in and maybe also
performed their rituals (Banning 2011), suggesting that any interpretation is still
hypothetical. Moreover, for anyone who wants to consider the extent of a site as
something not to be underestimated, Göbekli Tepe (126 ha.) is by far broader than
Jericho/Tell es-Sultan PPNA town (4 ha.) and even larger than Uruk (100 ha.).
Indeed, returning to question the notion of city, other settlements may have also
existed, perhaps even larger than Göbekli Tepe, Jericho, Uruk, and built from
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materials whose traces dissolve more easily than raw brick or stone. It is very likely
that still many “first cities” or more simply cities await to be discovered by an
archaeology eventually open to self-criticism and interdisciplinarity.

3.1 Technologies of the Intellect and the City

Beyond these considerations about the first city’s issues, in the Ancient Near
Eastern Studies, Uruk is unanimously considered the first city:

Without a doubt, one of the most significant turning points in the course of human history
was the transition from a prehistoric society to one that was historic in the fullest sense of
the word. This transition was, and still is, referred to in various ways. Those scholars who
primarily look at aspects of urban settlement, call it the ‘urban revolution’. Those who place
emphasis on sociopolitical aspects, refer to the emergence of the ‘early state’. Those who
privilege the socio-economic structure (social stratification, labour specialization), speak of
‘the origin of complex society’. And finally, those who take the origin of writing as a result
that gives meaning to the entire process, and see writing as an unparalleled instrument for
providing knowledge of past societies, call it ‘the beginning of history’ tout court. Without
underestimating the importance of the ideological and historiographic implications in the
choice of a definition, it is nevertheless unmistakable that they all refer to the same process,
but in different ways. That process was so pervasive and multifaceted that it changed human
society from top to bottom (Liverani 2006:1).

Despite the definition chosen to outline such a transformative process, the effects
of what is called urban revolution have attracted the analysis of several scholarly
disciplines which have created the image, and maybe the myth, of the very first city.
For the purpose of this research, Uruk is the symbol of a society determined on
exercising its power over natural space and human time: a place where, thanks to a
targeted use of writing and mathematics, cuneiform, and sexagesimal system, a
restricted number of people assembled the apparatus needed to change the
instinctive and unrestricted access to space and time. Aiming at measurability,
standardization, and efficiency, such a society dispossessed the community of its
personal autonomy by both restraining access to space and compressing time. This
extractive ideological mobilization is not pleasant. To quote Liverani: “It could not
realize itself without the use of factors that transcended the natural tendency to
self-sufficiency and self-reproduction. Those would range from physical coercion to
ideological persuasion” (Liverani 2006, pp. 62–63). Persistently in a balance
between their authoritative and generative domains, technologies of the intellect
(Goody 2000) provide a significant contribution in shaping and influencing such a
newborn urban community. Traditionally defined by its densely settled space and
complex organization, urbanism is a dimension where political authority and
individual agency demand a consistent negotiation among political, economic, and
cultural actors, a process that gives rise to different endeavours. Circumstances such
as the strategic management of technology and productive forces, the creation of
labor needs, the incorporation of rural countryside, the organization of trade and
exchange networks, the establishment of staple food politics, the administration of
environmental matters, and the control of social apparatus, all contribute to creating
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wealth, prestige, and power, especially for the élites of overseers. Somehow, the
city may also foster the formation of ideological boundaries, partitions, and divi-
sions that over time gives rise to kingship, empire, nation-state, and experiences
where the control of space and time is dominant.

In Mesopotamia, such a diminutio mirroring this process of space-time restraint
is reflected in a specific economic structure, i.e. property. The right to property
appears in Sumerian and Akkadian boundary stones, kudurru, recording land-tenure
transactions from the Uruk III (Jemdet Nasr) period onwards (Gelb et al. 1991). The
public or private dimension of possession has come a long way to meet the scrutiny
of jurists, philosophers, economists, and historians of political doctrines, until it
turns into the modern concept of property: a thorny path developed not without
light and shadow, most of all when considering the space as the target for conquest,
be it as vast as North America as in the famous Johnson v. McIntosh case (Rose
1985) or as small as an apartment as in the case of housing policies in
Nazi-occupied Paris (Backouche et al. 2017).

One of the most important poems of the Mesopotamian literature, the Enūma ilū
awëlum, “When the Gods Were Man” or Epic of Atraḫasīs (Foster 1996, p. 161),
shows how possession and forced labor are two inextricable experiences that
require the use of time. In the Old Babylonian version, the Anunna and Igigu
divinities enjoy equal rights until the Anunna impose the forced burden of labor to
the Igigi, a discriminatory situation that leads to conflicts and rebellions until the
wise god Ea suggests the creation of man to do the work of the Igigi. Beyond this
myth, such a divine and anthropomorphic community that quarrels to force
someone else to work and to bear the burden in their place seems to be a metaphor
of an ancestral equality whose pact was ruinously broken. Matured at the highest
levels of the Sumerian pantheon, such a protest ratifies the early stage of the labor
commodification process, also endorsing an experience of slavery and eventually
promoting the categorization of the human slave as property (Verderame 2018).
Within this process of space and time’s control it is already possible to detect the
seed of one of the main distinctive aspects of modernity where rationalization and
production are considered emancipatory forces despite their afflictive restraint.
Before communities were subdued to production and property, with limited access
to their own space and time, the public sphere charged with redistribution roused a
certain degree of inhomogeneity. In Uruk, for example, while provisioning of meals
shows an intra-societal dimension also mediated by commensality (Liverani 2006),
the same cannot be said for activities such as writing and calculating that remained
accessible only to a limited number of people, i.e. the administrative space-
timekeepers, who reallocate the benefits primarily to those who have the control of
such technologies. Early written sources prove that, among other obligations, law is
also born in response to a demand for ruling space and time: discrepancy between
laws and their implementation can be detected in all the tireless Mesopotamian
juridical reforms, from Urukagina to Hammurabi (Roth 1997; Westbrook 2003).
Aimed at harmonizing law and litigation, these reforms also preside over the
temporal frequency of compulsory offerings, one’s obligation to service, the pun-
ishment of debts, the control of properties, the legislation of slavery, and
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imprisonment. Justice, law, and rights are subject to the king’s decision and, as
Hammurabi reminds anyone who doubts, he is the only one who can exercise the
right to determine what is true and just. Normativity can be seen as the verso of a
situation that on its recto records a persistent tension to re-establish a state of just,
fair, impartial accessibility to space and time.

Assuming that the early Mesopotamian city is the birthplace of the material and
symbolic possession and control over space and time, it would be a mistake to
regard the modern city as the arrival point of this process of space-time restraint,
especially if one considers its role in the promotion of individual freedom, but it
would be equally misleading not to recognize the early symptoms of a condition
aimed at diminishing natural rights. Indeed, awareness of natural rights emerges
much later with Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics, a path that will mature towards
human rights through Hugo Grotius, Thomas Hobbes, Baruch de Spinoza, Samuel
von Pufendorf, John Locke, and whose legacy is detected in Martin Buber, Jürgen
Habermas, Gabriel Marcel, and Emmanuel Lévinas (Ishay 2008). Looking at the
past with modern eyes, it is also desirable to imagine another sociocultural
framework: alongside the written sources and monuments produced by the elites in
order to exhibit their embodied, objectified, institutionalized cultural capital
(Bourdieu 1986) and hegemony (Gramsci 1976), beyond their hard-to-access dis-
course created to maintain the power (Foucault 1971), other social forces create
their own imaginary and worlds, beyond resisting or opposing.

4 Perpetuum Mobile of the Eurasian Steppes
and the “Outside World”

Moving from the urbanism of the ancient Near East to the nomadism of the Eur-
asian steppes, Soviet and Russian scholars have carried on the most authoritative
researches: as Anatoly M. Khazanov observes in his magistral Nomads and the
Outside World, “It is of course not surprising that a major study of nomadism
should emerge from Russia. Russian history and consciousness—whether through
education or through a genuine folk memory—is pervaded by an awareness of the
nomad problem, more so presumably than any other European nation” (Khazanov
1994: ix). Indeed, past (Klejn 2017) and present (Kradin 2011) Russian archaeol-
ogy must cope with the issues of thousands of years of nomadic past, a mobile
sociocultural, political, and economic force whose historical role is already men-
tioned in the Ur III texts (2100–2000 BCE) which ideologically reports the
uncivilized tent-dwellers, Shimashki people (Michalowski 1986), a refrain recur-
ring in Akkadian, Neo-Babylonian, and Neo-Assyrian sources as well (Ivantchik
2005). At the origin of Eurasian steppes nomadism, in the second millennium BCE,
an increasing aridity prompts populations such as those from Timber-Grave Culture
(Srubnaya) and the Andronovo Culture, previously living on farming-pastoral
economies (i.e. hunting, river-fishing, and gathering), to find new strategic adap-
tation in response to such major ecological changes, turning themselves into
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specialized nomadic livestock breeders (Vinogradov and Epimakhov 2000). The
shift from a sedentary lifestyle to nomadism implies the adoption of other strategies,
as in the case of mobile architectures made by tents and waggons (Faegre 1979)
which Greek sources from Aeschylus (Prometheus Bound 708.10) to Herodotus
(Histories 4.46), and Strabo (Geography 7.3.17) describe as an oddity, a technology
that reminds the ability of swiftness, on the one hand frightening settled commu-
nities and empires when conflicts with nomads arise, and on the other, contributing
to building the wealth of those same communities and empires when there is an
opportunity for trading activities with nomads.

The fluid, fluctuating, undulating nomadic perpetuum mobile considered by
Kenneth Dean and Brian Massumi as “Nomadic-Extreme countervailing tendency
to the State-Extreme” is a disorienting social experience:

Nomadism, like its statist counter-extreme, is not reducible to a particular economic or
political system. It is a mode of being in geosocial space that may assume many forms, all
of which nevertheless share a common dynamic. Nomadic formations are those which
value motion over fixation, variation over order; which affirm the spaces between stops
rather than bee-lining to a promised land; which reach a resting point only to use it as a
relay to a future move; which have no finality, only process; which skim the surface rather
than implanting a symbolic edifice or superimposing a code or statistical grid; which
“occupy space without counting it” rather than “counting space in order to occupy it”
[Deleuze and Guattari 1987:477]; which involve “arraying oneself in an open space” rather
than arranging a closed space around oneself, fortress fashion [ibid. 353, 380]; which
smooth without striating (Dean and Massumi 1992, pp. 74–76).

The first enemy of such an unseizable fluidity is China: its relentless pression on
non-Chinese territories occupied by nomads, the construction of long defensive
walls—even before the Great Wall—to prevent invasions, and its expansionist
policies. These strategies prompt those social transformations that give rise to the
Xiongnu empire and its conflict with the Han dynasty (Di Cosmo 2002). Chinese
sources like those provided by the historian Ssu-ma Ch’ien and by literary texts such
as Shan-hai ching (Classic of Mountains and Seas), Huai-nan-tzu (The Writings of
the Huainan), and Shih chi (Records of the Grand Historian) describe nomads
through different ideological and historical perspectives. Greek sources, in particu-
lar, such as Homer, Hesiod, Herodotus, Hellanikus, Hippocrates, Ktesias, Eudoxos,
Dinan, Apollodoros of Artemita, and Scylax (Gardiner-Garden 1987a, b, c, d),
expand historical, ethnographic, anthropological, geographical details, focusing on
cultures, traditions, folklore, and myths, but they also contribute to the creation of the
negative myth of the barbarian and its controversial legacy within modernity (Potts
2014, pp. 431–443). More so than the Greek sources, the three centralized and
bureaucratised great territorial empires—i.e. China, Sasanian Persia, and Rome—
offer an ideological counter-narrative that in time reinforces the stereotype of bar-
barians, betraying the attempt to contrast a model of leadership based on political
and human negotiation and flexibility, attitudes regarded as an awkward problem for
the divinely legitimated kingship rooted in Persepolis, Chang’an, and for the ius- and
lex-based authority of Rome. In the mediaeval period, nomadism draws the culti-
vated ethnographic observations of Persian historian Rashid al-Din in his Jāmiʿ al-
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tawārīkh (The Compendium of Histories) and Arab historian Ibn Khaldun in his al-
Muqaddima (Introduction), while with the advent of modernity it attracts the
enquires of Montesquieu (Spirit of Laws), Adam Smith (Lectures on Jurisprudence;
Wealth of Nations), Kant (Doctrine of Right), and Hegel (Philosophy of Right).
Archaeology, anthropology, and history have gone from being exoticizing agents to
being the object both of colonial lust and postcolonial guilt. Their critical and
analytical perspectives are now effectively merging in the wake of their transfor-
mations (Khazanov 1994, pp. 1–14).

4.1 Nomadic Trading and Power

Although early nomads chose not to adopt any form of writing, the establishment of
the nomad-ruled empires sees the advent of an elite that expands an interregional
trading system lasting, along the Silk Road, over the course of millennia. These
rhizomatic networks were destroyed in the seventeenth century by the Russians and
the Manchu-Chinese partition of Central Asia. Coined in the nineteenth century, the
Silk Road is a label gathering other ancient labels, that is the many roads created by
the interaction between nomadism and other political entities, be they empires,
kingdoms, or other political entities in the past (Kuzmina 2008). Some of these
earlier roads include the Tin Road that contributed to the Bronze Age metallurgical
industry; the Gemstones Roads of lapis-lazuli from Badakhshan that reached the
Urals region (Sintashta and Ushkatta cultures), Egypt, Syria (Ebla), Anatolia, India;
the Gemstones Roads of turquoise from Sogdiana and Bactriana that stretched to
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Anatolia; the Gemstones Roads of jade from Khotan and
Yarkand’s mines that were almost entirely purchased by China; the Horses Road
required to fulfil the military aspirations of China, Persia, Egypt, Babylonia; and
finally the Silk Road that first connects China to Rome, Byzantium, and Venice.
“The catalytic role that mobile pastoralists had in shaping the connections among
regional civilizations and in promoting diverse institutional alignments across
Eurasia throughout history” profoundly impacts the economy and social organi-
zations, influencing cultural ties that will foster a process of sociopolitical and
technological growth across Eurasia and beyond (Frachetti 2012, p. 21).

The leadership of these commercial networks is reflected in the funerary appa-
ratus: kurgans reveal the determination of nomadic elites to flaunt their power, often
emulating the Chinese and Ancient Near Eastern empires (Cunliff 2015) and dis-
playing the rich diversity of cultural artefacts from the steppes region (Jettmar 1967;
Piotrovski 1973–1974; Davis-Kimball et al. 1995, 2000; Aruz et al. 2000; Bunker
2002). Among the hundreds of thousands of Pre-Scythian and Scythian period,
kurgans spread in the Eurasian steppes, the case of Arzhan cemeteries (Grjaznov
1984; Chugunov et al. 2004) in the Tuva region truly conveys the complexity of a
hierarchical community of the eighth and ninth centuries BCE, betraying the
accumulative ideology of an emergent leadership that, once it acquired more power,
grew to be less interested in showing its supremacy in large burial structures easily
exposed to looting (Toshio 2013).
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4.2 On Space-Time Visual Equality

The Eurasian steppes extend over the immense 9000 km of grassland ecozone
diversity stretching from Eastern Europe to the Pacific Ocean (Koryakova and
Epimakhov 2007). At first glance, it seems a socioeconomic space that can only be
exploited by way of ambitious physical and cultural strategies. In fact, this abun-
dance of pasture and cattle demands tireless commitment, and requires working
across huge distances, through control of the trading networks, while extreme
temperature ranges and no shrubby vegetation challenge daily survival. The man-
agement of the environment constitutes a vigorous human commitment. Compared
to those people living in the outside world, it is not surprising that the immersive
experiences of such a wild space and time dimension awaken shamanic beliefs in
supernatural forces and magical rituals. In some historical moments, shamanism
even exceeds the limits of the steppes to creep into the Indo-Iranian world (Gignoux
2001). The Tibetan Bön and Buddhism (Eliade 1964), the Sufi Islam (Amitai 1999),
all manifest a shamanistic influence that would profoundly fascinate Western cul-
ture as well (Francfort and Hamayon 2001).

Such an immaterial experience of space and time emerges from the non-elitist
visual culture represented by the immense repertoire of petroglyphs spread
throughout the steppes (Sher 1994; Blednova et al. 1995; Kubarev and Jacobson
1996; Mar’jašev et al. 1998; Sher et al. 1999; Jacobson et al. 2001; Jacobson-Tepfer
et al. 2006). Despite the lack of writing, this nomadic mimetic imaginary is a
language that has the potential to create, collect, and redistribute complex socio-
cultural codes. As a space-time aesthetic capacity, the incorporation of wandering
gives birth to a cartography of de-territorialized signs where content-expression
discloses a kind of multiplicity ad infinitum (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), even
suggesting the existence of wandering artists/painters (Lorblanchet and Bahn 2017).
Indeed, this immense repertoire of pictorial signs appears to be a visual text con-
ceived to maximize the relationship with nature and facilitate its understanding. The
ubiquity of Eurasian steppes petroglyphs seems to answer to the need for main-
taining a high level of communication, a flow of figurative information, which
documents the nomadic routine necessary for survival. The experience of such a
nomad aesthetics is reminiscent of the physics of a stationary object that is set in
motion and increases its acceleration. As speed equals space and time, and accel-
eration equals speed and time, this nomadic condition gives rise to an amplified
experience of space and time. Such an intensified nomadic aesthetics fosters
egalitarian space-time/nature effects, above all the open access to this visual
vocabulary composed of signs that are not fenced in by any enclosure or wall but
are displaced everywhere and are comprehensible to anyone even in the most
inaccessible places. In contrast to the private or multiple-collective property of
livestock such as reindeer, horses, cattle, and camels (Khazanov and Schlee 2012),
since land and water sources are considered commons, can this egalitarian
space-time/nature accessibility be the result of communal practices involving the
use of pastures and water resources? Is such freedom to experience and to manage
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space-time/nature a medium to promote the creation of shared values, strengthening
kinship, community, and tribal bonds, encouraging the adoption and the spread of
visual codes endorsing a concept like that of our commons?

5 Commonism’s Contemporary Aesthetics

On the hypothesis that a sociocultural dimension akin to the contemporary concept of
commons in relation to mobility in space and the control of time has always existed,
the issues raised so far cause more questions than answers. This, in turn, deflates or
reinforces the sense itself of such a reasoning. In our time, the matters of mobility in
space and the control of time have become an issue involving the reflexivity of an
embodied global community, be it that of migrants or of minorities and ethnic groups.
Nomadism should not be intended exclusively as the freedom of exploring the space:
it is a sociocultural need, a form of communal expression manifested by new nomadic
subjects (Braidotti 2002). Choosing to avoid any self-centred comfort zone, on the
contrary leaning towards others, our self undergoes a metamorphosis: “The reflex-
ivity of modernity extends into the core of the self...the self becomes a reflexive
project” (Giddens 1991, p. 32). When the artist is the individual who assumes a
further in-depth plunging into this core of the self, then “the symbolic, the imaginary,
and the reality” (Lacan 1982) merge together to transform the global reflexivity into
universal consciousness, and the self moves towards commonism (Dockx and Gielen
2018). Both individual and collective, subjective and intersubjective, participatory
and relational, this emancipatory experience that is morally shared, communally
created, and can neither be determined nor measured, bought nor sold, is an evocative
metaphor for our commons. The artist’s commitment is bestowed with a capability
responding to the quality of life (Nussbaum and Sen 1993), a social farmer whose soil
and seeds are those provided by the surrounding otherness as can be discovered in the
aesthetics of the ongoing artistic research in Filippo Berta’s One By One and Julien
Bismuth’s Hiaitsiihi.

One By One is based on the unachievable attempt to count all the razor-like
metal barbs of the state borders defined by barbed wires. Where the border trans-
forms the lives of the people who live alongside it, the artist invites the inhabitants
of the bordering areas to act an impossible performance: counting the endless barbs
of the barbed wires installed along the borders of Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia,
Turkey, Greece, Cyprus, Bulgaria, Hungary, South Korea, North Korea, Mexico,
and the United States. Impregnating social and geopolitical space with powerful
symbolic effectiveness of deterrence, the border is also a fiction: neither the con-
troller nor the controlled have full control. Demarcating between different rights,
while barbed wires create positions and personal histories allowing different
experiences of borders, the counting performance offers the opportunity to bring
back precisely those rights to the material essentiality, to the universal of calculus.
Invited to count the barbs, individuals living near the borders can choose to live
space either as a bilateral dimension of themselves and others or as a condition of

290 R. Frascarelli



proximity which implies a cultural expansion that breaks down the very sense of
boundaries, revealing the ethical impulse behind this aesthetic project (Maffesoli
1991). Counting becomes the action generating vital impulses able to trigger aes-
thetic connections that are at the same time trapped and freed in the performance:
the tension between life and form provokes the art of life, the aestheticization
through which individuals can truly engage with the profound meaning of living
and sociability (Simmel 1911).

As Étienne Balibar reminds us, the key role of Europe as a community in
redefining a global public sphere (2004) and facing their borders’contradictions
(2016) suggests radical political undertakings that must guarantee a process of
collective social reality. Analogical weapons are back in fashion. Barbed wires can
push away, dismiss, separate, injure, and even kill visible standards-symbols of the
invisible but material sovereignty exercised by market and technocracy. Before
being inalienable rights, can the unrestricted mobility in space and the freedom to
control time be considered common goods? Following the legal paths that society
traced so far, how can we merge it with the idea of the commons? Escaping from
the poverty that neoliberalism has been implementing in their homelands, how far
should those who are looking for a new life travel before their rights under Article
13 of the Human Rights Universal Declaration are recognized?

Hiaitsiihi by Julien Bismuth started when the artist accompanied the anthro-
pologist Marco Antonio Gonçalves for two stays with the Hiaitsiihi people in 2016
and 2017 in their autonomous land on the banks of the Maici river in the Amazon
rainforest of Brazil. Known as the Pirahã by their neighbours, this semi-nomadic
group calls itself the Hiaitsiihi, which means “a body (ibiisi) living in a layered
cosmos”. Hunter-gathers who continue to fish and hunt with bows and arrows, the
Pirahã have been living in symbiosis with the Amazon rainforest for centuries, most
of the year without shelter from the elements and relying only on the most essential
material objects for their subsistence. They have no political structures, no eco-
nomic or societal inequalities, and no obligations other than those of survival,
enjoying and preserving Amazon resources, rather than consuming and depleting
them. What one could call their culture consists primarily of the songs they sing and
stories they tell in their singular tonal language, which can be whistled, spoken, or
hummed: their cosmology is incarnated in the stories, songs, and rituals which
punctuate and accompany their daily activities. As a matter of fact, the Amazon
forest is a global common that the Hiaitsiihi live on without exploiting. Most of all,
they enjoy a freedom of movement into several space-time dimensions, material
and immaterial. As Julien Bismuth says: “During their rituals and their dreams, the
Hiaitsiihi believe they can travel in space and in time, they can visit other worlds,
included ours. All languages and cultures are different answers to the sole question
of life, an enquiry that does not need a solution. Hiaitsiihi have found their answer
to the question ‘how to live here’, they have found a system for living together
without politics, economy, competition, individual property, and as such they have
achieved the dream of the early anarchist thinkers. Their relationship to material
objects is as minimal as can be imagined. Their way of life is based on the
preservation of their autonomy, be it with regards to us or material objects. I have
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never seen a group of people living together, enjoying life together with such
pleasure and happiness”. Gaia’s physiology (Volk 1998), politics of multiplicity
(Viveiros De Castro 2019), cosmos (idem 2012), and non-human processes and
agency (Haraway 2016) can be the compasses to trespass the limitation of our
rationality and enter into ontology.

How can we connect with the ideas and ideals opened up by these nomadic
artistic projects? Some possibilities are those offered by the contributors of This
Deleuzian Century: Art, Activism, Life (Braidotti and Dolphijn 2014). Their vitalist
or even erotic approach to these questions stems from aesthetics while breaking
down barriers of any kind, allowing us to discover previously unimaginable per-
spectives and horizons. Mobile creative perspectives change the world and provide
us to see what is unseen. As for the discovery of the vast previously unknown
pre-Colombian anthropic network that the Amazon forest has preserved hidden for
centuries (Levis et al. 2017): maybe the question itself of urbanism in the past will
eventually disappear the day we will realize or accept that it is just a matter of
perspective.

6 Conclusion

The process of restraining space and time can be at the origin of the loss or
alteration of sociocultural practices based on the exercise of a non-instrumental and
inclusive, individual, and collective freedom. As a result of non-homogeneous
experiences triggered by conditions of necessity, the alteration of this social
mechanism would have caused a profound transformation in the relationships
among individuals, giving rise to mixed experiences of hegemony and resistance in
relation to space and time. Do the nomadic cultures of the Eurasian steppes and the
early urbanism of Mesopotamia contain the signs of this alteration? Though the full
resolution of this question remains out of reach, an aesthetics eager to translate the
voices of a multitude turned into an assembly is flourishing (Hardt and Negri 2017),
a supercommunity (Aranda et al. 2017) whose social interaction revitalizes from
solidarity, inclusion, understanding, and otherness.

Making an emotional infrastructure together (Nomeda and Gediminas Urbonas
2018), while keeping our minds constantly interconnected in the virtual borderless
place of the Internet where the space-time dimension loses its physical restraints,
another intersubjectivity is awakening our innate need to explore and share space
and time on a deeper level. Maybe the future holds a new experience of living
together and, as a settled and motionless space, the city will disappear. In its place,
cities will exist just as nomadic experiences, fenceless travelling cities of human
communities who will be able to share space and time without any restriction with
Motus as the instrument to measure the degree of freedom of our society.
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Over There: The Mediterranean
Surface and the Archetype
of the Island as Contemporary
Paradigms for Accessing Cultural
Commons

Novella Oliana

Abstract

This chapter focuses on the role of contemporary visual artists and on their
contribution to the complex discourse of transforming cultural commons. By
analyzing the composite space of the Mediterranean, the author’s investigation
aims at clarifying the perspective of an operational approach in art as a
perceptual experience in which research, methodology and theory are connected.
Here, the image of the sea surface becomes a habitus, a mental disposition, a
space to inhabit and a membrane between the intimate and extimate dimensions
of the body which observes, represents and perceives. The image of the
Mediterranean Sea is thus considered as a contemporary templum, an interface
where it is possible to outline and decode the trajectories of current crossings and
exiles. The process of artistic creation dismantles the complexity of places:
research practice becomes both trace and compass in the sea of contradictions
and complexities characterizing our contemporary world.

1 Introduction

What is the role of contemporary artists in the framework of an operational per-
spective involving social innovation? How can contemporary art contribute to a
discourse on transforming cultural commons? Those are the questions that moved
me to reconsider my research. As Cindy Foley, Executive Deputy Director for
Learning and Experience at the Columbus Museum of Art, points out in her well
known TED Talk, nothing can actually be perceived as vague and sometimes
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undefined as art: unwilling to adhere to the logic of standardization, art is generally
associated with creativity, imagination and the freedom from a pre-established
framework. However, how can something apparently so indeterminate be also so
tangible? Art possesses nonetheless the faculty of producing an output that affects
reality, and is related to the materiality of the body which feels, moves and per-
ceives in the space. Therefore, what does thinking like an artist mean and how this
functional thought can provoke change in the framework of transforming urban and
social contexts, as well as in their perception and representation? My contribution
as a visual artist and researcher is an attempt to answer this question by focusing on
a complex space such as the Mediterranean, particularly its sea surface. I consider
this territory not only as a symbolic and allegorical space, but also as a social
context with its shared heritage and emerging commons. I investigate its complexity
through artistic research which I consider a tool for redefining its ever-transforming
space that constantly destroys and rebuilds itself. I also explore the relationship
between urban sites, the sea and coastlines as natural borders and as metaphorical
emplacements for perceptual experiences leading to the understanding of the
essence of this territory.

2 Methodological Considerations

I would firstly like to introduce a methodological consideration by drawing atten-
tion to the “operational perspective” of an artistic approach: what is operational in
art involves the creative process itself. To give an example, let’s think about the
self-explicative photographic work by John Hilliard, Camera recording its own
condition (7 Apertures, 10 Speeds, 2 Mirrors) [Tate collection]: within the very
limit of this image it is possible to reckon the process of creation of the image itself
and of the medium which is, at the same time, a path of investigation and of
representation. In a very eloquent way, this image gives shape to what Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari claimed, i.e. each work of art is a “bloc of sensation, that
is to say a compound of percepts and affects” (Deleuze and Guattari 1996: 163).
Artworks look for the creation of experiences within reality and generates sensa-
tions: similarly, Hilliard’s image merges both the process and the operational
approach by creating a cluster of visual and emotional information. These artistic
gestures create an image which corresponds to an experimental space becoming, on
the one hand, the place of the process for the artist, and on the other, the place of
reception and perception for the viewer. In this way, visual creation and theoretical
research are entangled within the same framework defining an interdependent,
common and practicable field. This experimental space, welcoming both the viewer
and involving the perspective of the artist, is a liminal performative area connecting
different moments and allowing an exchange between body and perception, as well
as between internal and external worlds.
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The creation of a space for observation delimiting the field of vision recalls the
construction of the templum (from the latin temno, i.e. I cut) in the ancient Roman
period, which was the field of observation for the augurs. This portion of space
allowed reading and interpreting the traces left from the passage of birds in the sky
and to decrypt these signs (Charbonnier 2018: 31). Then, through metonymy, the
templum gave also its name to the building the emplacement of which was defined
by this practice. This concluded space recalls also Leon Battista Alberti’s window
who, in his essay De Pictura, dated 1435, claims: “First, where I have to paint, I
trace a quadrangle of right angles, as large as I like, and which I consider to be an
open window through where I see that which there I will paint.” In our contem-
porary world, this window opening on a visual representation is the image, both as a
physical object revealing a fragment of space, and as a conceptual framework,
inside which histories and common imaginaries are projected. This framework
owns the characteristic of the device, i.e. the one showing and depicting at the same
time, by connecting different spaces, worlds and histories. Photography and con-
temporary images function like this: they constitute our first contact and knowledge
of the world and condense in their layers of meaning the comprehension of reality.
One must also consider that contemporary images, accessible through interfaces
and screens, are able to compact in their limited and defined space both the device
and the message, giving shape to what we can call the stratified visual text of reality
in its ever-transforming complexity. This perspective amplifies what Louis Marin
calls “sign and process”, by defining three spaces for representation: the space of
visibility (i.e. what shows the representation), the represented space (i.e. what we
see) and the space of representation (i.e. the frame, the screen or the image itself)
(Marin 1988: 62). Particularly, contemporary images are no longer seen, but are
enjoyed through gestures—swiping, scrolling, zooming, etc.—by which it is pos-
sible to navigate from one image to the other; our visual perception is therefore
incredibly stimulated by the redundancy, heterogeneity and the rapidity in which
visual material is proposed. The image as a space of creation, observation and
interaction is, therefore, a defined area where common imaginaries and perceptions
are projected: as in a map—the earliest representation of a concluded space where
something happens—it is possible to contact a rendition of reality, observe itiner-
aries, imagine paths and recall personal and shared histories.

3 Theoretical and Practical Analysis

So, let’s start looking at a map of the Mediterranean which is part of my visual work
(Fig. 1): by inverting the image to its photographic negative, geographical and
perceptual references are subverted.
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Visual codes and colors commonly employed to depict the land and the water
(i.e. yellow and blue) are reversed: what was blue becomes yellow and vice versa,
for the complementarity of colors. Therefore, the Mediterranean Sea surface reveals
itself like an emerged land or an island in the center of the map. It is possible to
observe how the elements of water and land alternate constantly, creating a com-
plementary territory which is contained and containing at the same time. According
to Alfred Korzybski, founder of the general semantics, “the map is not the territory”
(Korzibsky 1933: 747): a map, depicting an abstraction of what we perceive to be
the reality becomes a tool for comprehending, rearranging and experimenting the
world. This abstraction conveys what we glimpse through our senses and therefore
is nourished by our imaginaries, beliefs and projections. The idea of interrelated
dimensions conveyed by this map as well as the patterns of separation and con-
nection that the Mediterranean territory itself bears characterize this changing space
where common symbols and myths are shared. Among them, the paradigm of
displacement is something that recalls the tradition referring all the way back to the
Odyssey and to Ulysses’ journey until contemporary migrations. On the one hand,
creative displacement results in a perceptual experience, and on the other, imagi-
nation reshapes itineraries and geographies, by defining a universe of common
cultural references and local specificities. In the Mediterranean, personal stories and
iconic journeys are entangled to chronicled events throughout history: let’s think
about the recent film by the Italian director Gianfranco Rosi, Fuocoammare, in
which, while chanting the story of its own journey from the mountain to the
Mediterranean—ideally imagined as a way of escaping—a migrant claims that “the
sea is not a road”. Not only are we called to reflect on the personal narration of this
man which is entangled to the contemporary chronicle witnessed by this territory,
but we are also invited to focus on the geographical configuration of this space and
on its metaphorical outcome. The natural formation of this aquatic surface, origi-
nally generated by the collapsing of the Gibraltar strait, creates a particular territory
which becomes a pivotal space of passage and crossing.

This is very clear in the work Méditerranée sans frontières by the French artist
Sabine Réthoré who reverses the map of the Mediterranean in order to rethink our
relationship with this territory, our perception and representation of it. In this map,
it is possible to remark the centrality of the Messina sea strait which, like the center

Fig. 1 Universi complementari #1 (Oliana 2018)
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of an hourglass, connects two different areas. The image of the strait as a funnel is
also outlined by La Cecla and Zanini (2004) who comment how this particular
space is “strictly necessary”, by playing with the Italian assonance of the same word
“stretto” used to design both the geographical strait and what is closely indis-
pensable. According to their perspective, the strait becomes a crucial space of
transition and a metaphor of transformation for the human condition.

This same approach is visible in my work in which this particular space coin-
cides with the Mediterranean Sea surface itself and with its visual representation: I
investigate a relational dimension of a physical and mental space that “cannot but
be”, i.e. that I consider necessary for comprehending a complex universe. I also
refer to the definition of “necessary space” given by the French designer and
architect Charlotte Perriand by putting in relation body and perception: according to
her point of view, there is a space for our actions which claim places and
emplacements. “[…] L’espace ça se crée. Il y a l’espace nécessaire et puis il y a
l’espace créé, c’est- à-dire visuellement on peut créer de l’espace sans qu’il y est
beaucoup de mètres carrés pour autant. Par contre, c’est absolument nécessaire de
trouver au bout de nos doigts précisément tout ce dont nous avons besoin. C’est ce
que j’appelle la fonction, la fonction d’une part et la création d’espace d’autre
part”. It’s not only about considering the visibility of a space but also its function in
order to inhabit it. In fact, inhabiting (from the latin habitus) not only defines the
habit, the behavior and the way of establishing a relation, but also refers to the
clothes enclosing the body which, in turn, moves and acts in the space. I consider
the image of the sea surface as a habitus, a mental disposition, a surface to inhabit
and a membrane between the intimate and extimate dimension of the body which
observes, represents and perceives. This image I download from the Internet by
typing the word sea in different languages, is the focus of my visual research: it is
both the mock-up I use and also the conceptual framework on which I build my
discourse (Figs. 2, 3, 4 and 5). As a cluster of space and time, this image I

Fig. 2 Idea di mare (Oliana
2017)
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manipulate is a definite portion of aquatic territory functioning as an abstraction,
where it is possible to reckon all sorts of projections and imaginaries.

The surface, both as a membrane and as a space connecting other spaces, recalls
the concept of heterotopia (Foucault 1984: 45) which, according to Michel Fou-
cault, defines all transforming contexts and that can be considered as one of the
main characteristics of contemporary cultures, affected by the outbreak of new
media and technologies. For instance, the screen as a contemporary device func-
tions as a heterotopia—by connecting distant representations, places and spaces—
and at the same time a haptic space (from the ancient Greek haptesthai, meaning to
touch), i.e. connecting visual perception through touch (Bruno 2016: 194). The
Mediterranean aquatic surface as a huge space of transition, where pressing social
and geopolitical issues are observed, can be considered as a contemporary

Fig. 3 Porzione di mare
piegata 7 volte (Oliana 2018)

Fig. 4 Le casse-tête (Oliana
2018)
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heterotopia: by becoming a sort of device itself, it contains projections and com-
mon heritages and, at the same time, it shows complexities and transformations.

Like a window open on history, it is a place to inhabit and a place inhabited by
images, signs, gestures, habits which both contribute to create it and to change it.
As a mentally and geographically defined territory, it is a place where it is possible
to experience the paradigms of transition and displacement which, in turn, end up
being the same operational perspectives of investigation and representation of its
transforming essence.

The process of creation of images and representations, as well as of construction
and deconstruction embraced by the gestures characterizing the artistic creation,
dismantle the complexity of places, thus leading to the comprehension of the spatial
and social contexts where it occurs. Contemporary visual practices that stem from
those assumptions are conceived to raise attention to the transformations happening
in the spaces where they come to take action; they also aim at offering perceptual
experiences for the audience in order to redefine transformations and rethinking the
relationship with the space. For instance, in the Southern coastline of the Mediter-
ranean and particularly in the city of Beirut, the performative action “This sea is
mine” (2012), by the Lebanese artist Tania El Khoury together with the Dictaphone
Group, aimed at denouncing the inaccessibility of the sea from the Beirut seafront,
brutally privatized since the 1970s. By inviting people to a journey on a fishing boat
—made usually impossible due to the lack of free access to the sea—the perfor-
mative gesture of the artist was meant to redefine paths in the city, to overcome
physical obstacles and borders preventing the access to the coastline, and finally to
reclaim the connection to the sea as a crucial element, representing both the spirit of
the city and of its inhabitants. The sea, conveying the opposing paradigms of the here
and there, is the theater of this displacement in the space that traces a shared itinerary
through a new architecture involving emotions, perceptions and memory. Moving in
the space becomes an operational approach for defining experimental spaces where it
is possible to rethink and understand the transformations of the territory and the way
in which they affect social contexts and identities.

Fig. 5 Possibili idee di mare
#2 (Oliana 2017)
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In the short film Dream of Sea (2006), shot both in the village of Biddu and in
the city of Ramallah in Palestine, the Italian directors Sara Zavarise and Stefano
Collizzolli with their colleagues from Zalab association describe a particular sea,
shaped through the reveries of the people they interview in the street: “What is the
sea?”, they ask. In a land fragmented by the Israeli occupation and separated by
borders, walls and barriers, the sea becomes “a memory” or something seen on
television because it is impossible to reach it. “Al-baḥr sci kebīr”, the sea is
something big, sang the Lebanese Fairouz: if the sea is an unspeakable dream for
the adults, for the kids who have never seen it, it is shaped into the confined space
of small swimming pools called “Saffa Sea” or “Birzeit Sea”. This three-minute
documentary sketches a life which is dreamed not to be regretted, in order to
overcome the walls limiting the space of the territory and of the soul.

Thanks to the exploration of these paths, the sea surface turns into an entangled
place: here, it is possible to experiment a new gaze, aiming at crushing superim-
posed limitations. In this way, such artistic interventions encourage to regain access
to a conscious vision: this one represents a model for the acquisition of a new
self-insight, in order to rethink one’s social identity in a transforming world. This
kind of “(senti)mental paths” or “performative cartographies” reorient perception
and merge the inner journey of the self with the exploration of changing social
contexts and territories. The operations meant to modify the spatial configuration of
the world around us and that are filtered by imagination result in sensible alter-
natives that are able to disrupt perception.

This is the case in my installation 8 infiniti circa (2019, Figs. 6 and 7) exhibited
during the open-air and site-specific international art and photography festival
Gibellina PhotoRoad (directed and curated by Arianna Catania with On Image
association, Gibellina municipality, Fondazione Orestiadi, Festival Images Vevey).
By covering a wall of the city in Piazza Beuys with images, I recreated a
counter-narrative of the sea in the city. This action of displacing a distant element,
which takes the shape of a poster on the wall, modifies both the aesthetics of the
wall itself and of the urban context, by transforming the geographical space that this
element conveys. This intervention aims at designing a place in which shape and
content are changed, thus generating areas of contact and separation. The instal-
lation 8 infiniti circa is a cartography of a mental and visible territory: it transforms
the urban site by becoming a poster, a text rich of information and a map for
inhabiting a space. My images printed on a large scale not only define new
emplacements, but they also seem to tear up the wall and to reshape it at the same
time. The connection between the figure of the sea and the idea of destruction is
very much present both in the history of the city itself—which was destroyed by the
Belice earthquake in 1968 and rebuilt far away from its original site—and in the
frayed edges of the wall where my works are installed. My images turn into a
material itinerary that encourages the viewer to start a journey within the city and
the space, so as to retrace a new path for memory.

Besides, in the well-known legend of the “memory palace”, Simonides, Greek
poet of the fifth century B.C, is said to dine in the company of dignitaries and other
personalities of that time. During the dinner, he walks away from the table for a
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moment when suddenly an earthquake destroys the palace and crushes its roof that
falls onto the guests, killing them all. The only way Simonides, the only survivor,
can recognize the victims is to remember the place where everyone was seated.
Similarly, by facing the tragedy of the Belice earthquake, one can reconnect
fragments of its personal identity through the emplacements where my images are
installed. They offer a sentimental cartography as well as a material and mental
itinerary through the tragedy.

As we have seen, a metaphorical displacement can also convey the materiality of
a work of art, by connecting the space of its narrative with the one of his reception.
Lo spazio necessario (Fig. 8), a research workshop I conducted with the Italian
artist Michela Palermo at the Ecomuseo Mare Memoria Viva in Palermo (Sicily), is
an artistic intervention aiming at connecting personal memories with the quest for
identity associated with a transformed territory.

Fig. 7 8 infiniti circa (Oliana, 2019, reproduced thanks to Gibellina Photo Road 2019)

Fig. 6 8 infiniti circa (Oliana, 2019, reproduced thanks to Gibellina Photo Road 2019)
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The Ecomuseo Mare Memoria Viva, with the coordination of Cristina Alga, has
assembled a collection of family photos in the past few years, with the objective of
rebuilding the collective memory of the Southern coastline of Palermo which was
brutally modified by urban demolitions and reconstructions in the 1950s and 1960s.
One of the most evident consequences of this aggressive action is the increased
distance between the sea and the city: the debris caused by the demolition of
buildings and Art Nouveau Bathhouse were discharged on the coast determining
violent modifications of the seabed as well as of the landscape. The sea, once part of
the life of the inhabitants, has become now mostly invisible and inaccessible. By
reshaping the relation between memory, image and place, the workshop has
explored this physical and metaphorical distance by designing a narrative path
meant to inhabit this gap between the sea and the urban center. Several
bi-dimensional and tri-dimensional paper devices have been prepared for the par-
ticipants who have been able to create new “loci” (places, clusters) where images
have been installed. These emplacements have functioned as clusters of space and
memory, thus reshaping new ideal frontiers through the manipulation and the
bending of the images. In this new mental architecture, archive materials (images,
stories, videos and screenshots) have been rescued and restored to collective and
private history. Plain paper sheets or bombonnière boxes, which are part of the
cultural tradition of Palermo, have changed their semantic function to become
receptacles for new rearranged and imagined “souvenirs” (Fig. 9–12). These
compositions, result of the workshop, have been exhibited at Fondazione Orestiadi
in July 2019 during the Gibellina PhotoRoad festival. The city itself, like the sea, is
a moving entity which, in this way, is restored to a new dimension including
common narrations, traditions and cultural heritages.

Fig. 8 Lo spazio necessario, Cartolina (reproduced thanks to Ecomuseo Mare Memoria Viva and
Minimum 2019). Lo spazio necessario has been possible thanks to the collaboration of Minimum
Palermo, Ecomuseo Mare Memoria Viva and thanks to all the participants: Pierluigi Bizzini, Anna
D’Elia, Annamaria Fricano, Gerlando Giaccone, Gloria Guglielmo, Maria Concetta Immè,
Giuseppe Iannello, Giuseppe Scafidi, Valentina Sestieri e Laura Tellini
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Observing the Mediterranean space through the fabrication of abstractions in an
interdisciplinary perspective allows investigating the complexity of this territory.
By revealing the process underlying the photographic gesture, the image itself
becomes a condensed cluster and an open surface where space and time are con-
nected. In this way, it is possible to outline the impact of an artistic intervention as a
perceptual experience in which research, methodology and theory are connected.
The image of the Mediterranean becomes thus a contemporary templum, or an
interface where it is possible to outline and decode the trajectories of contemporary
crossings and exiles; it conveys also the same space where research can be
developed, in order to create the possibility for an embodied knowledge.

Eventually, my contribution aims at suggesting a possible redefinition of the role
of contemporary art research and the political posture of the artists in order to
recreate an adjustable framework for the pressing changes we are witnessing as far
as cultural commons and social contexts are concerned. Contemporary artists are
invested by the big responsibility of generating tools for understanding reality: they
become catalysts of perception and knowledge in ever-transforming contexts.
Therefore, an operational perspective in art implies the interdependence of theory
and practice which shape an artistic thought prompted to interdisciplinarity and
dialog. Research practice becomes a possible path that nourishes an artistic inter-
vention meant to rethink, reshape and access emerging commons, by being both
trace and compass in the sea of contradictions and complexities characterizing our
contemporary world.

References

Bruno, G. (2016). Superfici. A proposito di estetica, materialità e media. Monza: Johan&Levi.
Charbonnier, L. (2018). Cadre et regard, décontractions d’un dispositive. In B. Mario & J. Carbone

(Eds.), Voir selon les écrans, penser selon les écrans. Sesto San Giovanni: Ed. Mimesis.
Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1996). What is philosophy? New York: Columbia University Press.
Foucault, M. (1984). Des espaces autres. In Conférence au Cercle d’études architecturales, 14 mars

1967, Architecture, Mouvement, Continuité, n°5, October 1984, pp. 46–49, Dits et écrits II.
Paris: Gallimard, «Quarto».

Fig. 9–12 Lo spazio necessario, compositions (reproduced thanks to Ecomuseo Mare Memoria
Viva and Minimum 2019)

Over There: The Mediterranean Surface … 307



Korzibsky, A. (1933). A Non-Aristotelian system and its necessity for rigour in mathematics and
physics. Science and Sanity: An introduction to non-Aristotelian systems and general
semantics (pp. 747–761). New York: The International Non-Aristotelian Library Pub. Co.

La Cecla, F., & Zanini, P. (2004). Lo stretto indispensabile. Storie e geografie di un tratto di mare
limitato. Milano: Bruno Mondadori.

Marin, L. (1988). Le cadre de la représentation et quelques-unes de ces figures. In Cahiers du
Musée National d’Art Moderne (Vol. 24, pp. 62–81). “Art de voir, art de décrire”, II. Paris:
Centre Georges Pompidou.

Sinisgalli, R. (Ed.). (2006). Il nuovo De Pictura di Leon Battista Alberti. Roma, Kappa: The New
De Pictura of Leon Battista Alberti.

Web References

Dream of sea. https://vimeo.com/22309536.
Eco-museo Mare Memoria Viva. https://www.marememoriaviva.it/.
Fondazione Orestiadi. https://www.fondazioneorestiadi.it/.
Gibellina Photo Road. https://www.gibellinaphotoroad.it/.
Minimum studio, Lo spazio necessario. https://www.minimumstudio.it/Lo-Spazio-Necessario-

workshop-by-Novella-Oliana-and-Michela-Palermo.
Perriand, C. France culture. https://www.franceculture.fr/design/charlotte-perriand-lespace-ca-se-

cree.
Qalandia International. https://www.qalandiyainternational.org/.
Sabine Réthoré. http://sabine-rethore.net/fr/cartes/mediterraneesans.html.
Teaching art or teaching to think like an artist? Cindy Foley’ TED talk. https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=ZcFRfJb2ONk.
This sea is mine. https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/66002/qalandiya-international-iiithis-

sea-is-mine/.
Zalab. http://www.zalab.org/projects/immagini-oltre-il-muro/.
Tate Gallery, John Hilliard. https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/john-hilliard-1287.

308 N. Oliana

https://vimeo.com/22309536
https://www.marememoriaviva.it/
https://www.fondazioneorestiadi.it/
https://www.gibellinaphotoroad.it/
https://www.minimumstudio.it/Lo-Spazio-Necessario-workshop-by-Novella-Oliana-and-Michela-Palermo
https://www.minimumstudio.it/Lo-Spazio-Necessario-workshop-by-Novella-Oliana-and-Michela-Palermo
https://www.franceculture.fr/design/charlotte-perriand-lespace-ca-se-cree
https://www.franceculture.fr/design/charlotte-perriand-lespace-ca-se-cree
https://www.qalandiyainternational.org/
http://sabine-rethore.net/fr/cartes/mediterraneesans.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZcFRfJb2ONk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZcFRfJb2ONk
https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/66002/qalandiya-international-iiithis-sea-is-mine/
https://www.e-flux.com/announcements/66002/qalandiya-international-iiithis-sea-is-mine/
http://www.zalab.org/projects/immagini-oltre-il-muro/
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/john-hilliard-1287


The Design for a Welcoming City:
Urban Space and Visitor Flow

Ilaria Bollati and Luisa Collina

Abstract

This chapter explores the new ways of living and moving through and across
urban spaces, inside an information and technology society. It introduces a
design perspective, presenting a real case history: the new Visitor Space in
Milan, crafted thanks to a scientific agreement between the Politecnico di Milano
and the Chamber of Commerce of Milano, Monza Brianza and Lodi. It is an
accurate design project to welcome people in an environment where private and
public dimensions, as well as analog and digital components, come together
creating a multisensory experience, favoring different ways to perceive and live a
city.

1 Brief Introduction

Cities can be interpreted as a complex environment characterised by a deep and
tangled stratification of tangible and intangible levels (Lupi 2013; Decandia 2014).
A survey, commissioned by Domus in 2018, besides showing Milan as one of the
most vibrant and desired metropolitan areas, emphasizes the presence of new
current visitor fluxes toward the city not only for touristic reasons (Domus Forum
2018).
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Symmetrically, cities, integrated with new enabling technologies, multiply their
knowledge possibilities in terms of reading, interpreting, and the participation of the
cultural asset.

In such a theoretical framework, the new Visitor Space in Milan has been crafted
thanks to a scientific agreement between the Politecnico di Milano and the
Chamber of Commerce of Milano, Monza Brianza and Lodi. As a real case history,
it offers an accurate design project to welcome people in an environment where
analog and digital components come together creating a multisensory experience.
An informative place was born to favor knowledge, to share enjoyment and urban
experiences, generating cultural values and different ways to perceive and live a
city.

The central aspect of this essay is the design of a place of encounter among
people. It puts in the field both urban and cultural commons, not limiting them to
the physical reality of the space. It understands them as actions and not as objects,
while private and public dimensions are blurring away (Borch and Kornberger
2015).

2 New Ways of Living and Moving Through and Across
Vibrant Urban Spaces

Cities can be seen as vibrant, living, and dense urban compositions that are always
different. “Cities are complex systems, with emerging qualities that cannot be
reduced to static understandings or representations” (Lupi 2013). They are being
intensively reshaped by unexpected dynamics. Taking on articulated connotations,
their urban spaces are “more mixed than pure, not so smooth and homogeneous as
changing, harlequin, zebra-striped and in multiple, connected networks” (Serres
1993, p. 270).

A lot of disciplines argue that the idea of a city—and its urban spaces above all
—is undergoing deep, irreversible changes. In the past, the city itself was consid-
ered the pivot around which the entire territory was organised. It was a clear,
delimited, and circumscribed entity. Today, however, it has expanded into a myriad
of spaces, difficult to enclose within a limit or a boundary (Decandia 2014). The
ancient physical hierarchies and dichotomies—center/edge, inside/outside,
city/country, real/virtual, public/private—are less definite and seem to overlap, and
blend with each other, becoming more and more difficult to understand and map
out.

Increasingly fragmented and heterogeneous spatialities are emerging inside
cities, activating several new fields of dialog and occasions of encounter. They take
into account not only their urban morphology and architectures, but all their vibrant
and ever-changing networks of human and social flows (Bollati 2014). Today, in
particular, cities compete for liveliness and quality of life (Hall 1998; Richards and
Palmer 2007; Morea 2019).
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In this regard, The Future of Cities was discussed during the first Domusforum
that took place in Milan in 2018, emphasizing the complexity of cities in terms of
architecture, economy, social sciences, and citizen emotions. The proposed analysis
was based on a survey commissioned by Domus and executed by Nielsen, gathering
and measuring consumer data. Besides showing Milan as one of the liveliest and
most creative metropolitan areas, with high-quality urban life and urban atmo-
sphere, the research highlights the presence of four main current tourist migratory
fluxes toward the city: A range of new Metropolis actors called newcomer, traveler,
globe trotter, or city user (Domus Forum 2018).

A smooth, permeable, versatile, and flexible urban backbone allows metropo-
lises like Milan to encourage new flows of ideas, content, and experiences that fuel
and feed off each other, reciprocally. “A great variety of new ways of living and
inhabiting, of moving through and across space, often transcending administrative
and political borders” (Decandia 2014, p. 3) is outlining new, less-defined multiple
city geographies (Serres 1993; Foucault 1994; Amin and Thrift 2002; Sassen 2004).

As Branzi put it, “A sort of invisible city is progressively replacing or putting
into second place the physical, figurative one” (Branzi 2006, p. 12), and our visual
viewpoint of the same city breaks into personal fragments and dynamic human
grids. Relations between men and urban places are ever-changing. A polymorphous
reality and a polyphonic interpretation of the city, with an extraordinary number of
simultaneous dimensions, no longer takes shape based on points or objects, but
rather on social relations, meanings, times, and ways of use. The multiplicity of the
involved social interactions, information, people, and emotions holds an intense
exchange with the surrounding architecture, drafting the tangible urban
morphology.

The city is not a text that can be subjected to a single point of view, and our
culture must grasp the sense of this new, absurd, elusive geography. Many inter-
pretations of urban dynamics come to configure the urban place primarily as a
relational field, describing the movement and life in a contemporary city as an
entering-and-exiting of arbitrary juxtapositions of “urban interiors” that generate
situations: Interactions between places, information, and people, gradually moving
the focus from the single space, from the single moment to the process of living in a
public city (Bourriaud 2002; Branzi 2006).

It should, therefore, be noted that the relationships at play and the processes that
take shape in urban spaces (despite appearing as uniform flows) are not easily
interpretable. Related behaviors often reveal heterogeneous purposes and multiple
reasons. Those who move in the urban fabric do so moved by different reasons.

3 An Authentic Exploration of the Urban Space Belongs
to Us

We can no longer be satisfied with seeing only what can be seen, by gazing at a distance,
but we need to get closer to things again; enter inside the territory; re-discover its variegated
density and range of populations. A density that cannot be understood from afar, remaining
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in those towers from which we once believed we could learn about the world, but one that
can only be grasped if we manage to immerse ourselves in the living body of its flesh so as
to begin an authentic exploration of the urban landscape that belongs to us. (Decandia 2014,
p. 3)

An urban landscape is not only the physical result of different human inter-
ventions of remote or recent pasts that continue to last today. Factually, it consists
of the methods of use, the meanings, or the symbolic appropriation created by
people who live, work, and visit that same urban space (Dal Pozzolo 2001). It is
simultaneously both a built environment and a social setting.

Urban space is the element that identifies the story of a community, whether it is
seen as a place of permanence (for locals or city users) or of transient nomadic
presence (for visitors such as newcomers, travelers, and globe trotters). It is an area
that hosts a history—either a general one or many specific—that interacts with the
actual daily life of that same area, creating a present synthesis of possible rela-
tionships between the past and future. Urban spaces are not isolated entities but a
complex system of places, activities, events, initiatives, and actions that occur at the
edges between ephemeral—all that has a short life—and provisional—all that
moves into the medium-long term (Fassi 2012; De Rosa and Mazzarello 2019).

Adapting the definition of the concept of Place—as proposed by Studio Azzurro
—to the urban context, we could assert that an urban space “is also the appreciation
of individual aspects that are each equally able to develop a dialogue with the
complex forces of the global world. […] Involvement with a place means vitalizing
and caring about its landscape and culture but also generating an approach toward
the place itself, a concept of public good that rekindles love, concern and respect”
(Cirifino et al. 2011, p. 25). Urban spaces form a mosaic of dynamics that reflects
the roots and cultural orientations of the resident community, its new members, and
the visitors who explore the city, extracting its identity and understanding both its
memory and imagination (Trimarchi 2019).

Therefore, a key question emerges: How can we facilitate and gradually bring
out virtuous circles of cultural development and knowledge of the metropolitan
territory and urban context we live in or are about to visit?

On the one hand, as locals, we would like to further explore the urban context we
live in, letting ourselves be surprised by secret city spots or places we take for
granted too often. On the other hand, as visitors, we have recently become more
aware and sensitive to environmental sustainability, heterogeneous contexts, and to
the cultural and socioeconomic conditions of our destinations. A new desire to
“see”—even thanks to new technologies—poses further questions about the sense
of the places we live and visit, increasingly mixing the real and imaginary
knowledge of a destination—the tangible and intangible experiences—looking for
the spontaneity and authenticity of places.

Following this logic, the city and its urban spaces become a “place of the mind”
and not just a roster of places and attractions that are structured by tourist guides
imposing a limited amount of “must-see”—buildings, artworks, specific environ-
ments—and forgetting about many others. The city is a personal collage of a
multitude of tips, information, and suggestions offered by different sources such as

312 I. Bollati and L. Collina



book guides, websites, blogs, friends, locals, spontaneous encounters, and other
tourist experiences. Although travel and culture professionals often tend to propose
targeted and studied itineraries and formats of the visitor experience, the role of the
visitor has changed, as visitors now have the opportunity to be active protagonists
and planners of their own experience. A personalized experience and the possibility
of “feeling part of a place” become components that are worthy of consideration
when designing experiences (Bollati et al., forthcoming).

4 Exploring Urban Space Inside an Information
and Technology Society

According to Gartner (2010), people today access the Internet mainly through
mobile technology, since today’s visitors “are now in large percentage digital
natives, born and bred in virtual worlds” (Amaro and Tornatora 2019, p. 144).
Whether we like it or not, technologies are becoming ever-present in our everyday
life and they are gradually causing changes in daily habits. Mobile devices are
changing the way people access information, city knowledge, urban contexts and
events, habits, and culture. They enable visitors to connect with others, search for
data, and create personal and shareable content. Technological advances and digital
transformations are deeply influencing our lives, impacting our habits, and how we
perceive our surroundings (Castells 2000).

Moreover, the boundary between virtual and physical space is thinning and
becoming more invisible. We live in different spaces and times simultaneously, and
digital access to services is increasingly transforming into something more physical
in order to allow a real exchange of experience and knowledge (Piccinno 2019). For
instance, today’s mobile technology and location-based services—apart from pro-
viding additional information and directions—are an excellent new opportunity for
cities and their cultural institutions to reach a wider audience (Proctor 2011),
enhancing traditional cultural consumption and supporting the visitor’s tangible
experience (Ceconello 2012).

The first web-conveyed approach to and knowledge of a city has a greater impact
on visitors’ choices, and social networks allow direct easy access to useful infor-
mation for their visit. However, travelers tend to rely more on information received
from other visitors rather than that supplied by tour operators, given that direct
experiences are considered as a guarantee of neutrality and truth of judgment,
unconditioned by any particular interests. The experience of our peers and the
word-of-mouth is perceived as more reliable than the professional advice given by
those who provide the cultural offer (Caves 2000).

Therefore, technological and mobile devices are able to support visitors during
all the stages of their journey: Organisation, arrival, activity planning, and return
home, with regards to their demands, needs, or wishes. “Technology is therefore an
inevitable challenge, but it also offers an extraordinary opportunity. It offers
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effective instruments that make it possible to gather, order, and display data in ways
that were hitherto unknown” (Cirifino et al. 2011, p. 24).

5 The Specific Case: A Multimedia Living Room
for Visitors

Thanks to an interdisciplinary scientific agreement between the Politecnico di
Milano and the Chamber of Commerce of Milano, Monza Brianza and Lodi, the
new Visitor Space in Milan—a project designed to welcome people in an envi-
ronment where analog and digital technologies come together creating a multi-
sensory experience—was crafted.

In July 2018, the Chamber of Commerce of Milano Monza Brianza Lodi—
owner of the venue in which the project is based—together with Yes Milano—the
new Milan City Council brand dedicated to the promotion of the city and to the
organisation of events—asked Politecnico di Milano to help design a new space for
visitors, as the previous urban center was closed that year.

The space—which opened in December 2018—is an emblematic and strategic
space not only for the two involved Institutions but also for the city. It is located in
a historical building in the city center, Camera dei Notari in Palazzo Giureconsulti.
It is a welcoming and highly technological place, created by a team of experts
inside the University, in collaboration with Camer Anebbia—a multimedia visual
artist collective, operating in the field of interactive and sensitive spaces.

The project development and the Action Research process (Muratovski 2010)
included a meta-design work structured through data collection (both qualitative
and quantitative), desk research, benchmarking, meetings, and co-design sessions
through round tables. The project takes on a set of questions deriving from a trivial
yet crucial assumption: At least once in our lives, each of us has been and will be a
visitor. Hence, what needs do we have in a city we know nothing about yet? Which
services do we use? Are there any aids that can promote our experience and
increase our connection with the living spaces, usually taken for granted?

The first stage of the project identified one key need. Every time we move
around a city for a while, we feel the need to stop and take a break. We need to take
a breather along the way. That break, which is propaedeutic to the visit, allows us to
recharge ourselves mentally, instrumentally, and physically. As visitors, we are
continually invited to collect useful information to outline a personal experience of
the city or use our personal devices to find our way in new contexts. Moreover, after
long journeys, we feel the need of unwinding our tired bodies. These are the reasons
that triggered our concept: An urban “Living Room” to welcome visitors and
citizens in an environment where analog and digital technologies come together,
creating a multisensory and cross-media experience. A place that favors knowledge,
not in the sense of accumulated information but rather as one that presents a great
cognitive and atmospheric kaleidoscope. It is an informative, engaging, and
unexpected space designed to help discover Milan and the region of Lombardia,
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which have two different souls: one that fully expresses itself in the daytime, and
one in the nighttime (Fig. 1).

During the day, visitors learn and release information in a mutual relationship of
exchange with the domestic atmosphere and space. A warm environment with a
strong visual character—equipped with tapestries and custom-made wooden fur-
niture and design objects—welcomes the city guest.

Once inside, two touch screens—similar to big mirrors—can be activated by the
presence and touch of visitors, giving access to a hothouse of ideas and events in
the city. On the left side of the room, there is a stylized map of Milan, suggesting
frequently asked information and itineraries to follow. This map welcomes an
analogical interaction through which visitors can propose their own sightseeing and
cultural tours of the city. Underneath, lockers with appropriate technical equipment
allow charging of personal devices. On the opposite side, there is a stream machine,
which is a large interactive monitor. It looks like a hanging picture that welcomes
the visitor with colorful changing patterns (Fig. 2).

Every visitor is invited to create endless personal combinations: After a brief
questionnaire, visitors can send the created image directly to their own inbox,
transforming it into a gift, a souvenir. This method allows the Visitor Space to track
and develop the knowledge of people and their motivations and desires. Finally,
this urban Living Room becomes a place that displays the world of Design.
Independent publishing houses or Design Magazines offer books to read here.
Design furniture gives character to the space in cyclically changing collaborations.
The furnishing elements and their oversized narrative labels become a vehicle for
the discovery of the world of Italian Design.

Moreover, the Chamber of Commerce, one of the main stakeholders, expressed a
clear need from the start, from the very first meetings: The space should be
experienced all day, 24 h, even when the doors are closed and no staff is inside.
This way, the space is able to show both its day and its night souls. Hidden

Fig. 1 An image of the space in the daytime. © Samuele Baruzzi, Politecnico di Milano
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projectors, to be activated solely during the night, transform the big windows into
transparent walls: A real multimedia magic lantern. The projections are interactive.
On the inner walls of the Camera dei Notari, the projections change simply with
one touch. All one has to do is choose and touch the “theme” on the glass window.
By doing so, never-before-seen multimedia content is activated (Fig. 3).

By touching these words, the visitor changes the projection and, after a few
minutes of video, can move on to the choice of a different theme. The narration
begins. Decorations and videos come to life on the ceiling and vertical surfaces. For
a first experimental experience, it was decided to offer a sensory immersion in three
other places of interest inside the territory of Milan, Monza Brianza, and Lodi as
well: One that can be easily visited—Tempio dell’Incoronata in Lodi—one that is
inaccessible—inside Villa Reale in Monza—and one that is easily accessible but
that is little known not only to tourists but to locals as well—interior frescoes of
Palazzo Giureconsulti.

The windows and the perimeter of the space become access membranes. They
attract passersby. Once again, they invite them to stop and want to “see”, investi-
gate further, raising their eyes both physically and conceptually. The accessibility
denoting this tiny space and its openness to the urban community should be
understood as permeability: As the ability to “enter a space” without hesitation and
effort (Poot et al. 2015) (Fig. 4).

Content comes out of the physical perimeters and meets the visitor with emotion.
In this project, Design enhances Technology: It helps make it accessible and
increases the value of the learning and emotional experience. It combines Tech-
nology (tools) with Art (language) and Territory (substance).

Fig. 2 An image of the interactive installation called stream machine. © Politecnico di Milano
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Fig. 3 A concept visualisation of the space in the nighttime. © Ilaria Bollati, Politecnico di
Milano

Fig. 4 An image of the use of an interactive window as a content access membrane. © Samuele
Baruzzi, Politecnico di Milano
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6 Perforating the Skin of Things

The presented project suggests how Design can be a trigger of cultural city expe-
riences, becoming a know-how provider and social engager. It also shows how
Digital technology has become a strong support of the tourist experience, activating
fields of dialog with growing heterogeneous connotations. Digital reagent devices
react to the visitor presence and elicit the reaction. They create dialog, combine
differences, and trigger memories, multiplying the levels of narrative urban space
content.

The Visitor Space guides people toward the discovery of the city from a new
point of view, multiplying the diopters. The area of the city of Milan presents itself
—offering essential information for general orientation—through various events
and activities. It aims at stimulating both the resident community and outside
visitors toward the discovery of unknown approaches and views of the city. The
Visitor Space suggests new relations between the different points, attractions, and
cultural places of the city map, rearranged in a great variety of possible ways, via
reciprocal, nonsymmetrical correlations.

Therefore, it invites to move beyond the apparent conventional picture of the
city, widening the boundaries of our gaze: “Perforating the skin of things, to see
how things become things and the world becomes world” (Merleau Ponty 1964,
p. 49); “leave aside everything that prevents us from seeing, all the passed-on ideas,
the pre-constituted images that continue to encumber our visual field and capacity
for understanding” (quoted by Barenghi 1992, p. 346). This space enables us to
have a more complete, authentic, and spontaneous knowledge of the urban context,
fostering mutual exchanges between citizens and visitors. By sharing common
values, residents are preparing to share spaces and spend time together, overcoming
the distinction between city host and guest.

The Visitor Space helps increase knowledge of the city and keeps it alive,
triggering lively and meaningful processes of learning. Its multimedia and analogic
content is not made of “finished stories”, but relational and interactive ones.
Visitors are offered the possibility to combine them according to personal prefer-
ences, creating their own expressive and urban adventures, using their own sensi-
bilities, needs, tastes, and imagination within an environment that is not ready-made
but offers a “series of possibilities for action” (Diodato 2005, p. 57). During the
experience, multimedia and analog interfaces appeal not only to the intellect but
also to the senses, “to open up affective, vital relations with city places once more,
and produce, energize, put into circulation, and socialize a collective intelligence to
which the capacity to cultivate and take care of the different qualities of territories
could once again be entrusted” (Decandia 2014, p. 4).

The multimedia language tells an urban story “in a smooth, coherent, and
absorbing way; but above all, it is the language through which we communicate
today, capturing our imagination and expressing itself in new forms of behavior. It
has led to the inevitable influence that the medium has exerted over us for years but,
if inverted, allows us to potentially reconnect with a shared feeling, a vehicle for
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dialogue between different people from far and wide, in a way that has not hap-
pened for centuries. Its language has a certain similarity to the oral culture on which
the characteristics of discursive thought were based on: Indeterminacy, repeata-
bility, immediacy, simultaneousness, fragmentation, and connectivity” (Cirifino
et al. 2011, p. 24).

7 Conclusions

The Visitor Space is characterised by an overlap and commixture of what we used
to consider polarities: The boundaries between tangible and intangible, hardware
and software, private and public are indeed thinning and blurring away (Borch and
Kornberger 2015). The case here analysed occurs in an institutional—although
private—space used for shared enjoyment, generating cultural values and different
ways to perceive and live a city; a place of encounter between people. While the
Chamber of Commerce is the owner of the space, the visitor is the owner of the
personal cultural experience he brings inside it. However, the space consumption is
public, open to all: Citizens and external visitors without any discrimination.

We could, therefore, conclude that the Visitor Space taken into account is neither
private nor public: It is the Chamber of Commerce’s answer to a will to create a
space with a cognitive advantage, while interacting with the territorial government.

The importance of public city spaces is increasingly recognised as a crucial
feature by many different scholars. The theory of the commons, as this edited
volume demonstrates, is aimed at rethinking some urban practices, especially where
a failure on part of the market or state is found (Borch and Kornberger 2015). The
case study this chapter focuses on is, conversely, an exemplary case in which public
value is provided by a partnership of public and private institutions. The project
here presented and analyzed outlines a clear sharing of urban experiences; a case
study in which the contexts of state and market learn from the teachings of expe-
riences of urban commons, and implement a virtuous process of coproduction and
co-appropriation, while maintaining a clear distinction from the notions of urban
and cultural commons.

These urban and cultural commons are not limited to the physical reality of the
space, but rather take on their meaning from practice. They are actions, not objects.
The Visitor Space generates an exchange of cognitive flows with the local com-
munity and territory. These flows are directed toward specific cultural sites; they
bring together and coagulate virtuous explorations that are “softer” than congested
mass experiences. This brings to us different urban touchpoints where people can
relate at different levels and at different times when experiencing the city.
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The Vicissitudes of Digital Dissent

Arthur Clay

Abstract

The paper is inspired by diverse levels of agency in the arts. It covers present
uses of communication technologies in the arts and how these intersect with
social activism, offering a basis of understanding of content and method of the
process of social protest using virtual space. The artworks and the scenarios, in
which they are presented, are used to establish “a guide”, or a repertoire of
common practice. More sophisticated levels of agency are approached through
coupling common electronic marketing practices to the use of new technologies
such as Augmented Reality, in order to point out subversive ways of protesting
in areas where either physical presence is impossible or where public assembly is
repressed. Being controversial in nature, the paper acts as a guide on how to
make protesting in virtual domains real and how to be socially disruptive using
communication technologies. The paper concludes with the coming to the
understanding that a need for change is key to innovation and social renewal,
and to conceive possible scenarios for (art) works that use art as an agency to
advocate change.
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1 Looking Glass Culture

With the ever-increasing use of new communication tools and Internet-based
media, a new era of art practice and art experience has opened up to us through the
simple understanding that our smartphones are now the looking glass into the
virtual worlds that the twenty-first century has authored. The new communication
tools that we carry with us in our pockets are steadily increasing in power and are
now allowing us to do more with each coming day. The culture of today is one built
around mobility to the point of establishing a society of nomads, who wander from
virtual space to virtual space by simply substituting physical movement with the
movement of data. We login, and we are there, and we are at the same time
everywhere. Our identities become a mix between what we are and how we want to
be perceived: multifarious, omnipresent, and perpetually updating.

Of course, along with our new electronic identity and all of the newly found
powers of transformation that correspond with it are the transgressions and
infractions that come about through the different ways in which our security can be
compromised and our privacy infringed upon through such practices as hacking,
phishing, spamming, cyberstalking, and of course, through information theft. For
the sake of keeping equilibrium between what has been gained and what has been
lost, we might pose the following question: Are the infractions mentioned solely the
tools of cybercrime, or could they be part of a movement that promotes social
change through agency?

As an example, the term “iJacking” refers in actuality to the theft and use of
third-party electronic data, or simply termed as information theft. However, when
the concept of iJacking is extended and applied to the appropriation of space for the
presentation of arts, it can be described as something that is not causing infraction
but allowing intervention to take place, which is in actuality aesthetically charged
social agency. Proof of this is the advent of the “invisible arts”, or art that is created
in such a way that it can only be viewed by the use of a smartphone. When a device
is required to view an artwork, the setup is called a “looking glass” situation,
because the artwork is out of plain sight and the eye needs some form of technical
assistance to view it.

The invisible arts use new technologies such as Augmented and Virtual Reality
and the artworks created with those technologies are made much more powerful
when they are linked to emerging technologies such as computer vision, ubiquitous
sensing, and artificial intelligence. Further, invisible artworks can be effortlessly put
in the hands of anyone owning a mobile phone through innovations in the field of
applications for smart devices, whose advent and wide use have established an
unprecedented moment in which art can be presented outside of the established
venues of the art world and to an audience that goes far beyond the confines of the
art world (Fig. 1).

When technology moves forward and puts new tools in the hands of the artist,
innovation often takes place as well on the conceptual level. By flipping the concept
of ijacking data to ijacking space, a conceptual “retooling” results, and ijacking the

324 A. Clay



electronic appropriation of space for the presentation of works of invisible art is
made possible. This came about as an innovation brought forward through the mass
use of new communication tools and the widespread influence of hacker culture.
Basically, it can be said that from the use of the smartphone in sync with the new
global navigation satellite system, an entire genre of new art form has been put in
the palm of our hands.

Although diverse in form, the invisible arts are slowly surmounting to a new
wave of socially active artworks, which are capable of awakening discussion
amongst the general public, because, outside of portraying a practice of savvy
artistic intervention in public space, artists are tending to infuse their works with
political messages addressing the present social agenda.

Exhibitions that focus on the presentation of invisible arts are, therefore, hidden
and mysterious by their very nature. Ironically, those very qualities make it plau-
sible to address a mass audience, because the artworks are already in the palm of the
hand of everyone who has a smart device.

How such works are able to cross over from the invisible to the visible is made
possible through combined use of new technologies, which include geotagging and
image recognition. Geotagging involves providing latitude and longitude coordi-
nates to where the works are to be placed. These coordinates are then used for
linking media content to locations. The media simply downloads to the smart
device and is then visible at a set location; image recognition is used to match up
and overlay material from virtual space over an image in real space, offering the

Fig. 1 Public monuments are often the best meeting points in a city and were perfect targets for
use as AR gateways. The Kropcke Uhr, for example, is located in the city centre of Hanover and
was ijacked by masking its windows with dedicated graphics which made four of the works
available to the public through simply scanning in the given QR codes
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possibility of adding a second layer to mask out the images in real space.
Regardless of which technology is used to make the invisible visible, when we view
the results over a mobile device, the results are unique and the experience
impressive.

The phenomena of iJacking spaces bring an era of new public art that spawned
by technical innovation, and because technical innovation has taken place in
electronic communication, it is obvious that art created by applying those inno-
vations should be infused with social agency and be used to move public opinion
through a process involving mass communication at the level of social networking.

Given that there are limited opportunities to exhibit in established art spaces and
that a gatekeeping attitude prevails in many such spaces, it is hardly surprising that
artists would be influenced by hacker culture and are now learning how to expand
the possibilities of social engagement to overstep the gatekeepers. It is also then
hardly a wonder that an exhibition dedicated to ijacking space would come to use
anon culture as an integral part of its branding, in order to clearly designate that
ijacking spaces takes place by occupying space for artistic intervention by digital
means.

There are several parallels that can be drawn between the invisible arts and a few
of the original goals of anons. One of these goals that could be considered as having
something in common with anons is the intent to stage a retaliation against the
aforementioned gatekeepers of established art spaces and their gatekeeping strate-
gies, which set the limits and boundaries in terms of the scope of what art insti-
tutions bring and what type of dialogue is offered to the art community and the
general public. Setting such limitations may serve the purpose of creating a hier-
archy of artists, but at the same time, it drastically reduces the number of artists who
are able to show their work and succeed at establishing themselves as professional
artists (Fig. 2).

Acting against such gatekeeping practices in order to bring about a more
encompassing and inclusive vision for the arts is parallel to how anons have often
targeted groups who were responsible for enforcing copyright-focused campaigns.
In a similar manner, exhibitions that make use of ijacking spaces to target cultural
institutions, who create and enforce boundaries through the adoption of practices of
commercial gallery spaces, are forced through virtual squatting to operate as true
institutes of culture who are pushed to open up and act beyond trend.

2 Digital Dissent

The best presentations of artworks have always been those that unfold out of an
all-embracing conceptual basis, which also determines how the content of the
exhibition is to be experienced by those who view it. Along this line of thought and
after several years of gaining experience in the production and presentation of
invisible arts, I conceived and realized a far-reaching project in an act “digital
dissent”, which explored the application of ijacking space with contrasting
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technologies and through a variety of media. The project took the term iJacking as
its title and used it to portray the actual strategy for the presentation of invisible
artworks using guerrilla-like tactics in both private and public spaces. Adding the
name of the city to the title, it became clear that the approach had to do with
ijacking space and not information and that the project was viral in nature and could
move from city to city.

The complete title of the project was, therefore “iJacking Hannover’’ and it
began as a forced monologue that moved into a dialogue with prominent art
institutes in Hannover. I term the monologue “false” because it was carried out via
email spamming targeting all possible staff members of the institutes under fire. The
normal communications route would have been to write to those in authority who
have the power to decide. However, as the project made use of the latest com-
munication tools, I found it to be very appropriate to also adopt certain aspects of
the digital culture from which the widespread use of those tools was spawned. A
broader communication practice was therefore of paramount importance, in which
transparency, being one of the key elements in today’s digital culture, was its most
obvious characteristic. So by sending the same emails directly to directors, board
members, curators, educators, docents, attendants, staff members, and all the way
down to temporary interns, the playing field was levelled and by doing so the
established hierarchy and decision chain were ignored as well as undermined.

Fig. 2 The use of a “Walk of Fame Stars” concept as gateways to AR artworks proved to be a
very successful approach to getting the general public to view the works. By placing the stars
exactly at the locations where the artworks can be viewed, no instructions outside of a “scan me!”
were needed. After scanning the QR code, the artworks would appear in perfect positions for
viewing
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The mailings were, of course, a jest but one that was flavoured with the threat of
an illegal occupation. Basically, the mails were used as the primary tool for
announcing to the targeted institutes that their spaces would be “ijacked” and what
the terms and conditions were to avoid it through participation. It was made clear to
them that the consequence was that artworks that they did not select would be used,
installed, and marketed as a standard exhibition taking place in their space.
Although the works were not visible, they would still have the effect of physically
occupying the space, because it would pull the attention of the visitors to the
museum away from what was actually on display in real space for that which was
on display in virtual space (Fig. 3).

Directly put, I designed the project so that the sacred realm of the museum
would be transformed into a pirated art space, blurring the director’s focus, the
curators’ choices, and distracting the public from the actual chosen content of the
institute. Along with the virtual takeover of the space, the artworks which make up
that takeover and which define the exhibition, as one taking place in a parallel
virtual space, would be widely marketed as artworks selected by parasitic entities
unwillingly hosted by the institute. This would, of course, be implemented to spark
a conversation with the public that is quite distant from the one intended by the
institute. So, the purpose of such an occupation was not only to appropriate space
through because it could simply be done, or even to promote a completely new
genre of artwork, but more so to ignite a discussion on the changes that are being
brought through the drift away from the established practices and spaces.

Fig. 3 An application was used to swap contents out in the exhibition at the Kestner Gesellschaft
during the iJacking Hannover project. Here, the work of the artist Nevin Aladag was digitally
erased from view as a commentary on the exhibition itself and also to nurture a dialogue
around such tactics when they are employed to critique an exhibition
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In terms of how the institutes reacted to the spamming, the threat of being
ijacked, and how the project team dealt with it, I can say that if a targeted institute
was open to having a dialogue with me then they could participate as an equal
partner in a discussion concerning the changes in arts organizations in light of
today’s increasing use of virtual space; if the targeted institute was not open to
talking with me and taking part in the discussion, the emails would simply continue
as before and in addition to the that personal visits would be made to the institute
asking floor staff and visitors if they knew when the planned iJacking exhibition
would begin or if they had already heard about the iJacking exhibition (Fig. 4).

The ensuing state of confusion brought about further opportunities. For example,
when a staff member felt that something was not proper and felt obliged to report
the incident to others. This guerrilla-like approach also placed a strong accent on the
fact that there seemed to be a complete lack of awareness of the technological
revolution in the institutes. This pointed out the apparent irony that institutes
believe that they operate with the conviction that they are the leading force behind
contemporary art and believe that they are the centre point of contemporary society.

When being overrun by technology that allows for the placing of an exhibition
inside their own institute without their permission or ability to do anything about it,
it becomes clear that they are not at the centre point for the arts nor are they

Fig. 4 An image of the tour map created for the iJacking Hannover project. Distributed
throughout the city and easy available to the general public, the map offered a comprehensive
overview of the artworks on display, where they were placed, and how they could be accessed via
smart devices
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participating in contemporary society as it participates in itself: i.e. through the rise
of the virtual. Although the project was certainly in the form of a disinformation
campaign, the efforts made to disrupt the establishment helped to establish a
branding of the project and aided greatly in spreading the existence of the project by
word of mouth.

3 Adopting the Lutz

The process described above where space is virtually occupied is in line with the
anon concept of the “lutz”, because it embraces the practice of pranking and
entertainment to approach issues that are actually serious conflicts. For the iJacking
Hannover project and its approach to digital occupation, the adoption of the lutz can
be understood as an attempt in experimenting with new ways of partaking in the art
world without asking for institutional consent and to force a dialogue with it that is
of mutual benefit to a more varied selection of artists and to a wider audience.
Although the spamming of emails and the ad hoc visits were a jesting undertaking,
the content of the artworks as well as the strategy that put them into the public eye
were not, because both pointed out serious issues in regard to the arts in society and
did so by pointing out problems that we all share such as decaying environment, the
problems of consumerism, and issues of social decay.

Although the motivations and the methods used to present artworks for such
invisible art projects are almost one and the same as those of the anon, the efforts
made in presenting art are not in retaliation against copyright-focused campaigns or
copyright protection agencies. In a similar manner, however, they do make a strong
statement against institutional censorship that is consequential to present-day
policies in curation, which are more often than less created through influencers
stemming from the marketing offices of art schools and from institutes that focus on
art sales.

Another good example of this from another perspective is the widespread
problems created by ageism, which are centre to a widespread trend of institutions
solely interested in selecting the “young and promising”. This becomes apparent in
that curatorial practices which repeatedly totter between the up and promising and
the truly established. Raising a voice against this through including artists outside
of these poles is a move towards establishing a wider participatory basis in the arts
by acknowledging its role in transforming society by the inclusive and not the
exclusive (Fig. 5).

By operating with a high degree of mediating ability at the interface between the
individual and the masses, invisible art exhibition projects are able to take the
needed opportunity to reflect on and open up a potentially controversial discourse
surrounding the arts and their political and social nature. The process brings these
into dialogue with institutions that strive to structure and shape society but who
seem to remain partial to extending a wider notion of art by acknowledging the
need for inclusion.
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Of course, changing attitudes requires that exhibitions involving a wider circle of
artists still require a certain amount of success that is all too often measured through
the quantitative response of the media and the enthusiasm of the public, which is
reflected solely through the amount of media obtained and the number of visitors to
the exhibition. Fortunately, what exists in virtual space can spread virtually, and all
of the tools that are used in social media to evaluate activity can be used in a
creative manner to provide the needed key performance factors to measure the
response at the quantitative level.

This is, of course, accomplished in part by having prominent institutes take part,
increasing the number of artists participating, and by paying close attention to
where the “hot spots” in a city are and how these can be used to catch the attention
of pedestrians who willingly engage as visitors to the exhibition (Fig. 6).

So the key factor in engaging members of what can be termed a random public is
inherent in carefully pairing the artworks with the locations at which they are going
to be seen. So, it is the relationship between the artwork and the surroundings that
sparks a dialogue between the artwork and the place it is viewed in. It is the
dialogue itself that inspires longer engagements by viewers, which in turn allows
participation to be extended to those who are curious as to what others are doing
and to be propelled through social networks as experiences summed up in images
and Selfies go viral through clicks and shares.

Fig. 5 The image depicts a new virtual version of the acclaimed artwork “Ich kann keine Kunst
mehr sehen!” by Tim Ulrichs. Created as part of the Virtuale Switzerland bootstrapping program,
this work is a good example of how an artwork can take on new dimensions when it is
revived through re-creating it using modern media such as AR
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4 Towards the Viral

Although the use of AR to create art has spread since around 2005, the technology
was only being used by the selected few, who were in the position to make use of it
through their skills as artists and their ability to code. However, if the prerequisite to
create such artworks is the ability to code, then the selection of artists as well as the
number of artworks available is limited. So one aspect in curating the iJacking
Hannover project was the need to address these limitations, because if the social
impact was to be the result of the exhibition, a strategy that goes beyond offering
opportunities only to those who are technologically versed was conceptually fun-
damental to the project (Fig. 7).

So, in addition to working with artists who were native to the field of AR, I used
a strategy of bootstrapping in the iJacking project, which allowed artists to par-
ticipate who were not in the position to take advantage of the new technologies due
to lack of technical knowledge. The approach I took was to team them up with
technically adept collaborators, so that the artists could create artworks using AR
technologies. This allowed them to extend what they were already voicing in their
work with materials and dimensions that were not yet known to them. The project,
therefore, engaged established and not so established local artists with the oppor-
tunity to create invisible artworks and integrated them into the iJacking Hannover
program. The effort resulted in putting innovations that were in the hands of a few
into the hands of the many (Fig. 8).

Fig. 6 The image shows a moment of the AR Performance of “iLife in iLand” with the
artist Regina Frank. Here, a wide range of plants that have the ability to heal environmental
misdeeds slowly grow out of the climate change dress she is wearing. The occupation of the
performance by digital means became obvious as the performer vanished behind a wall of
overgrowth in an act against human-centric behaviour
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Fig. 7 The “Portal Gardens” artwork by the Japanese artist, Yasayuki Saegusa, is an interactive
artwork that pays homage to a pioneer Butoh Dancer. By focusing the camera of the smart device,
viewers are able to accompany the lantern into the heavens in an act of homage, sympathising with
the loss of a great artist while acknowledging an art form that has caused much disruption in Japan

Fig. 8 The “Coming of a New Dimension” by the Swiss-American artist, Arthur Clay, is an
example of an artwork in which the viewer becomes completely immersed in a 3D construct.
Here, as witnesses to an invasion of earth from alien beings, who on seeing the large print on the
sidewalk from above, felt invited to visit earth to impart a concept of living beyond time
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The bootstrapped works became an integral part of the program and were placed
in public space, introducing the artists to the process of how a work is placed
according to its ability to blend the virtual with the real with the goal of bringing
about a clear relationship between the artwork and the place at which it is viewed so
that a dialogue between the placed work and those who view it results.

With this approach, the selection of artists became more inclusive and the use of
the technologies was infused with virality that quickly spread to others. This
allowed us not only to put powerful tools into the hands of others, but also to be
able to witness how the gesture of doing so contributed to artists’ development and
how their participation echoed outward and helped in developing an audience for
the project in general. The ramifications of the project became then clear to local
artists, who as the primary actors of the local cultural environment were enabled to
“voice” their opinions concerning issues at hand within their community and to do
so to a larger public (Fig. 9).

5 Categories of Immersion

How effective an artwork is in making the connection to the place at which it is
viewed and how well the dialogue can be comprehended depend largely on how the
artist has used the diverse possibilities of what is available for creating the artwork.

Fig. 9 The “FahrBar ArtBar” was built by XYZ Cargo of Hamburg and had multiple functions
during the iJacking Hannover project, which included acting as a mobile minibar, as a Wi-Fi
station, and as a meeting point for those interested in the project and wanting to find out more
about the artworks on exhibit. The FahrBar proved to be an essential item for running the tours
and providing visitors with the needed physical contact point
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Audio, for example, aids greatly in creating a feeling of immersion, which will have
some effect on how long a visitor will stay engaged with an artwork. Also, whether
the artwork uses moving or static images or whether it is passive or interactive can
determine if the viewers are actually able to follow the artist’s intentions. Moving
images, interactivity, and participation allow for greater depths of communication
and clearly weigh in on an artwork’s quality and on its ability to communicate to
the viewer. Both the quality of the artwork and the degree to which it “speaks” to its
audience determine whether the artwork will be promoted by word of mouth and
whether it gets picked up by the media, which in the long rung determine whether it
will have an impact on society.

If the invisible arts could be divided into categories, they would be separated by
those works which are passive or active in terms of interactivity and those that are
immersive or not in terms of experience. Amongst the artworks in the iJacking
Hannover, one could find extremely diverse uses and combinations of media. For
example, interactive works that were part of the iJacking Hannover project included
“Portal Gardens’’ by Yasayuki Saegusa, “Ich kann keine Kunst mehr sehen!” by
Timm Ulrichs, “We AR Butterflies’’ by the author, Arthur Clay, and Ingo Lie’s
“Ecce Homo”. A few examples from the same festival of passive works, or those
that are not interactive, would be “Visitors” by the Swiss arts group “Studer/van
den Berg”, “This is not Clay’’ by Jake Hempson, “Ascensions of Cod” by Will
Pappenheimer, and Virtuale Nature by Andrew Burrell (Fig. 10).

Fig. 10 Four of the many butterfly assets from the work “We AR Butterflies”, which was
produced during workshops with children in various countries around the world. The work was
appropriately installed in front of the Hannover Opera at the site of the Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Hannover. The intervention using digital means is a unique way to re-engage existing
monuments and to create a dialogue with the public
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Many of the works involved moving images (animations) and very few of them
were static. The “Crystal Coffin” by Lilly & Honglei is the only completely static
work that was shown. However, it was extremely effective as a work, because it
acted as a virtual prop for Selfies which were then shared in social media. Whether
works involved interactivity or movement or not is less important than if they were
immersive in their design. A few of the artworks that have a high level of
immersion in the exhibition were “Ascensions of Cod” by Will Pappenheimer and
“The Coming of a New Dimension” by the author, Arthur Clay (Fig. 11).

The experience of immersion by the viewer is one of the most powerful features
of this type of artwork, because the viewer feels that they are viewing the work
from within it, and because they are able to move through the work and watch it
change with each step they take, they feel that they are actually part of that work
itself. In my work “The Coming of a New Dimension”, hybrid objects that look like
a mix of aliens and machines fall from space while the viewer experiences the
passing of time as the scenery changes from space-like to earth-like. In the work
“The Ascension of Cod”, a school of cod fish spiral around and slowly ascend into
the heavens, and although the movement of the fish is colourful and brilliant, the
work makes it obvious to the viewer that they are witnessing the coming extinction
of this species.

Fig. 11 The “Ecce Homo” artwork created by Ingo Lie and Arthur Clay is a modern
interpretation of a subject that has occupied artists for centuries. In the form of a 3D cross, the
work explores and at the same time it raises a critical voice about the church dogma
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6 Happiness Is the Way

Crowned by the press as the premier AR project in Germany, the iJacking project
infused art into the urban space of Hannover city in a subtle and poetic manner,
exploring the use of new and established technologies to occupy public and private
spaces with art, doing so to nurture a dialogue about the role of art and institutions
in regard to art in society. Although conceived, curated, and realised solely by the
author, Arthur Clay and Virtuale Switzerland, the guerilla tactics used to propel the
project forward won over important cultural partners in Hanover, who in turn made
it possible that the project and the artworks being presented found their way into
very professional circles, which were previously unavailable to those outside the
sacred “gates” of the art establishment (Fig. 12).

For making what was invisible truly visible, much was dependent on those
participating institutes. These included Kestner Gesellschaft, Städtische
Galerie KUBUS, Kunsthalle Faust, Kunstverein Hanover, Sprengel Museum, and
the diverse governmental department such as City Marketing. Together, they all
made it possible for the general public to access the works by allowing QR codes
that served as gates to artworks to be present in museum lobbies, integrated into
monuments, placed on store windows, and plastered down on sidewalks.

Of course, after I was able to get certain partnerships on board, it became much
easier for me to further integrate what the project had to offer into the standard
cultural agenda. So for those interested, a series of guided tours were offered

Fig. 12 The artwork “Ascensions of Cod” by Will Pappenheimer depicts the disappearance of a
species of cod fish once so plentiful that they were known as the hallmark of New England
fisheries. In 2014, a scientific survey revealed that up to 80% of this species of cod have been
either fished or suffered from the effects of warming oceans

The Vicissitudes of Digital Dissent 337



throughout the duration of the exhibition. The tours entailed more than just guiding
a group of persons around to view artworks: Each of the tours was accompanied by
an arts professional, who was able to demonstrate how to use a mobile device to
view the artworks, explain the artist’s true intentions, and even entertain them with
information on artists and the sights where the works were installed. All of this is
accomplished underway, while the group makes its way through diverse points in
the city. With the viewing of each of the works, the visitors experienced not only
the place at which it was installed anew, but also how the work virtually augments
the space.

The approach to taking a tour was to provide a viewing experience that was very
diverse and included a wide range of artworks, representative of the possibilities
that the technology had to offer. Through participation, the possibilities of invisible
art became apparent as visitors experienced the variety of the works, i.e. those that
were interactive and those that were not, those that used a variety of media such as
sound and video, and those that were purely static.

Further, comparisons between artists native to the technologies and those who
were bootstrapped offered the visitors the opportunity to see what was accom-
plished by local artists and what the leading works were by internationals. Artworks
that were part of the bootstrapping program included works by renowned artists
such as Regina Frank, Ingo Lie, Yasayuki Saegusa, and Timm Ulrichs. Two of the
listed artists were local to Hannover while Regina Frank and Yasayuki Saegusa
came from outside of the cultural climate of Hannover.

7 Drawing Conclusions

Any event that is implemented in a similar way as iJacking Hannover reflects the
changing uses of public and private spaces that are the result of the advent of new
communication technologies. Empowered with new tools, spaces can be occupied
by the virtual and new voices which are able to ring out and create impact by the
fact that although the occupation is purely virtual, it is made very real through
public participation.

As mentioned, the project made invisible artworks accessible to general public
and did so without the permission of those who reign over and administer those
spaces, bringing artists notoriety through notorious but highly effective practices of
marketing using digital tools. In this way, meta-protests concerning the environ-
ment in such works as “The Ascension of Cod” by Will Pappenheimer and “iLife in
iLand” by Regina Frank were brought directly to a powerful faction of the society
who are tech savvy and communicate over networks and do so beyond local
boundaries by simply connecting the outside world with real-time experiences.

Many of the dialogues that were created through the placement of the artworks
dealt with cultural identity and inheritance, which can be reconstructed through
reimagining the past prompted by new perspectives embedded in the artworks. This
process was experienced in such works as “Portal Garden” by Yasayuki Saegusa
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and “Ecce Homo” by Ingo Lie. In his work, Saegusa acknowledges a rather
politically charged art form and crowns it as the most innovative dance movement
of modern Japan by offering homage to it. Here, visitors can participate in the
homage by guiding the lanterns in the project into the heavens. Ingo Lie’s artwork,
created in collaboration with the author, connects the traditions and reinterprets the
biblical phrase “behold the man” in a provocative way at a place, where it can only
provoke a dialogue about the church, its role in society, and the artist’s power to
critic both.

Political statements are made in several works. My work “We AR Butterflies”
proposes a more harmonious society by reminding everyone who view the work
that the future lies in what we choose to place emphasis on. Here, as countless
butterflies mapped with the faces of children of diverse nations flock around the
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Hannover, the viewer combines the real and the
virtual with the beautiful and the horrible. This combination raises questions in the
mind of the viewer: How is it possible that such events actually take place and what
consequences of such are for future generations if they should be allowed to
happen?

The concept of ijacking space that was inspired by the ideas of the anon and as
applied in the project iJacking Hannover clearly proves that art can and must go
beyond providing beauty and awe, so that pertinent questions concerning society
can be raised in public and made known to those who might bring about needed
change. Clearly, through the digital transformation that is currently influencing all
aspects of our society, many critical issues can now be raised and discussed more
openly, with broad engagement, and with a high level of transparency. As sug-
gested by the artists through the artworks that they presented in the iJacking project,
it is crucial that dialogues take place before we are once again censored, subject to
repression, and socially defeated, and the future arrives in a cascade of loss.
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Berlin, a Repurposed Ruin,
and Constant Change as the Fixed
Condition: A Photo-Comic
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Abstract

Located at a former train depot, today ZK/U (Centre for Arts and Urbanistics) is
progressively becoming a creative catalyst in Berlin. The goal of this chapter is
to explore the processes by which derelict sites are repurposed as new cultural
landmarks though minimal, DIY architectural interventions, retaining ruined
materiality as an aesthetic value. To bridge the gap between scholarship and the
arts, the authors opted for elaborating a photo-comic, and thus, methodology
relied on fieldnotes, photos and interviews to grasp the motivations and
commitments enabling life within ZK/U and the surrounding Moabit City
Garden. Framed by architecture, urban studies, human geography and critical
heritage, this chapter builds on ZK/U’s collaborative and open-minded spirit.
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