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In Praise of Dialectics

Today, injustice goes with a certain stride,
The oppressors move in for ten thousand years.
Force sounds certain: it will stay the way it is.
No voice resounds except the voice of the rulers
And on the markets, exploitation says it out loud:
I am only just beginning.
But of the oppressed, many now say:
What we want will never happen
Whoever is still alive must never say ‘never’!
Certainty is never certain.
It will not stay the way it is.
When the rulers have already spoken
Then the ruled will start to speak.
Who dares say ‘never’?
Who’s to blame if oppression remains? We are.
Who can break its thrall? We can.
Whoever has been beaten down must rise to his feet!
Whoever is lost must fight back!
Whoever has recognized his condition – how can anyone stop him?
Because the vanquished of today will be tomorrow’s victors
And never will become: already today!

- Poems, Bertolt Brecht
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Abstract
This thesis research will take place in Naples. The aim of the research is to delve into
contested urban spaces in the city through the lens of the Right to the City and Commoning
in order to understand why an alternative use and definition of the urban space can
represent an opportunity for promoting a radical change in the city. In order to do so, I will
use as case study, the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo, a former penitentiary for mental-ill people,
which has been occupied since 2015 and transformed into a social centre, a real experiment
of urban requalification from below.
The EX-OPG is located in the city centre of Naples, in the popular district of Materdei. The
thesis, therefore, aims to contribute to the already existing sociological debate on the urban
space of Naples, in which the social centre has to be perceived as a Common which strives
to provide an alternative to the capitalist city, where private property and exchange value
prevail. Through this social centre there is an attempt from citizens to claim their right to
shape the city by appropriating space. This is realized through a deep democratic horizontal
decision-making process (e.g.assemblies) that stands in opposition to the representative
democracy based on delegation. The results will demonstrate how the social centre can be
interpreted as a virtuous example of Prefigurative Politics precisely because, through the
practices of Mutualism, it has been able to produce an immediate political output. Mutualism,
in fact, allowed to act on the needs of the neighborhood and more broadly of the city, by
providing solutions on problems spanning from healthcare, thanks to the Popular Clinic, to
migration, through the political movement MMRN and the legal desk.
This research will attempt to provide an answer to the research question “how the EX-OPG
social centre has been able to provide an alternative definition of the urban space through its
reuse and redefinition?” by showing how the development of mutualistic practices coupled
with a self-management from below can represent a radical political alternative that
prioritizes use value over exchange value. The EX-OPG social centre hence became a real
Common, whose struggle aims at fighting the increasing commodification of Naples and its
historic centre by fostering a system based on solidarity and cooperation rather than
individualism and competition.
Furthermore, this thesis will illustrate how the power relations the EX-OPG social centre
established with the Municipality of Naples allowed to pave the way to the formal and legal
recognition of the squat as a Common. Withing this context, Naples became the first city to
deliver a “Resolution for the Commons” which de facto legalizes the illegal occupations of
buildings owned by the Municipality.
Key words: Naples, Right to the City, Commons, Commoning, Autonomia, Urban Sociology,
Prefigurative Politics, Social Centre, Urban Space
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Partito Socialista Italiano

UNESCO

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
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Urban Social Movements
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1. Introduction
Why contested urban spaces? Why Naples? I would be fake to say that I did not choose
purposely this city as the focus of my thesis research. Last summer after a trip with some
friends I passed through Naples for the first time and the city and its fascination immediately
elicited in me the interest about its unique and peculiar urban landscape. What aroused my
attention was particularly the interweaving of the classi popolari and proletariato (popular
classes and proletariat) with the centro storico (city centre) which afterwards I found out
being the hallmark of Naples. From my standpoint, this is also the reason why, although with
some hinderings, this is the only city that I have visited so far which is resisting, albeit
clumsily, to the gentrification and commodification of the city centre. When walking in its
narrow cobbled streets, ones gets easily caught by the authenticity that oozes from the
unstable and cracked old walls of this tiny apartments piled over one another forming these
cramped and precarious buildings, still shaken by the shocks of the 1980 Irpinia earthquake.
Such residential buildings are intermingled with and alternated by historical monuments and
gorgeous churches. The ensemble of these peculiarities, indeed, led the centro storico to
obtain the UNESCO recognition as a world heritage site in the nineties. Contrary to other
european cities, Naples’ historic center is not covered by the shimmering signs of the major
fashion brands, but rather it is still characterized by popular and folkloristic habits which
define the urban aesthetic. These habits which persist could also be referred to as traditions
which are capable to endure throughout the times. This is rendered possible thanks to the
presence of the popular classes who somewhat epitomize a certain body of moral and
costumes. Even the famous italian intellectual Pier Paolo Pasolini wrote in 1975 that Naples,
even at the time, remained the ‘last great village’ that withstood the spread of the consumer
culture. For instance, it is daily routine walking in the historic centre and being surrounded by
clothes hanged in wires that link the buildings’ balconies. Likewise, it is socially accepted
and widely spread for locals to drive scooters in three or four people without helmets, as well
as it is common to smell marijuana while taking a drink in one of the main squares, like
Piazza San Domenico. Nevertheless, I am aware that it must be ward off the mistake to
portray a stereotyped and essentialized representation of the popular classes inasmuch as it
could reproduce the same idea that lies on the assumption that these classes are uncivilized
and backward. In addition to this, I was stunned by the conspicuous and sizeable number of
occupations and squats present in the city. It was particularly this idiosyncratic characteristic,
compared to other cities I have lived in, that sparked in me the idea to carry out a research
about contested urban spaces in Naples.
The Neapolitan city is located in the Mezzogiorno (or the Italian South), which historically
has been characterized by the idea of backwardness that later on became a synonym for
underdevelopment. Despite being the third largest city in Italy with over one million
inhabitants, and with a metropolitan area reaching more than three million people, Naples
has traditionally been regarded as a pathological exception: a swollen, preindustrial city of
chronic social and economic problem, characterized by peculiar cultural practices, ingenious
survival strategies and an apparent dearth of urban order (Dines, 2012). The stigma that
weighs on the city has often entailed the deployment of a ‘Third World’ label, thus reinforcing
the idea for which Naples represent the urban outcast of Europe. Since the outset of the
unification of Italy, Naples has been considered an impediment to the liberal project of
building the nation-state. Its particular socio-economic structure makes it a city of blocked
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growth, on one side economically dependent on welfare policies of the state and on the
other side conditioned by a difficult political system where clientelism and personal ties
prevail. In addition, the city as a whole has to deal with a generalized environment of
violence which is further aggravated by the influential presence of the organized crime of
Camorra (the Naepolitan mafia). In a nutshell, Naples and the South more broadly,
historically have been defined in the political discourse as in opposition to an ideal-type
model of modern and industrialized North. It is precisely for this reason that the South has
been always accused by the North of draining the financing from the state, which eventually
would end up in the pockets of Camorra.
Subsequently, at the beginning of the nineties, thanks to the newly elected leftist mayoral
administration, the municipality of Naples tried to bring a positive change in the city by
reclaiming the immense cultural and architectural patrimony. The strategy undertaken by the
recently elected Antonio Bassolino in 1993 was to adopt a strategy aimed to overturn the
negative reputation of Naples and, by attracting tourism and inward investment, lay the
foundations for economic growth (Dines, 2012). However, the leftist municipal administration
headed by Bassolino represented the outset of a set of ambivalent progressive policies. This
because the vision of a ‘regenerated city’ implied a discourse built on the notion of
‘citizenship’, which necessarily entails a socially exclusive process. In fact, the Bassolino
administration and Naples provided the first political laboratory where to experiment the so
called ‘urban regeneration’. Questions of security and decorum were at the core of the
agenda. Therefore, the process of regeneration was accompanied by an attempt to gentrify
the historic centre, which became the battle ground for contesting the urban space. In this
regard, the function performed by occupations, squats and occupied social centre (CSO)
became crucial in order to provide an alternative image of the city, one external to the logic
of capital based on exchange value and private property. The CSO, which derives from the
Italian autonomist tradition, have been the first ones to claim the ‘right to the city’ (Lefebvre
1996, Harvey 2012, Purcell 2013). The perspective offered by the CSO, in fact, constitutes a
critique to the management of the cosa pubblica (“public thing”) on which to lay the
foundations for experiences of mobilization, and through which opening up new spaces for
the construction of political participation from below (Gargiulo E. & Cirulli A. 2016).
In this thesis, I will first start by describing the peculiar socio-economic and political context
of Naples. Subsequently, the sequence of the chapters will then proceed with the exposition
of the Problem Analysis and the Research Question and will follow with the explanation of
the Research Methodology. Then, I will proceed by by laying down the theoretical
framework for addressing my research question. This is divided into three main parts: the
first one will elaborate and develop on the debate over Prefigurative Politics and its
applications on urban experiences. Secondly, I will focus on the notion of “Right to the City”
and on the implications that this concept had on the disputes over urban contested spaces.
The third and last chapter of theoretical background will provide an historical account on the
development of the CSO movement in Italy and the socio-economic factors which allowed
the latter to thrive, with a particular focus on Naples. The main body of the thesis will be then
characterized by the Results that will attempt to answer the research question through an
analysis of the data collected and afterwards this will be dealt with in the Results, whereas in
the last chapter of the Conclusion the findings will be commented.
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2. Literature Review: the context
2.1 The Political Context of Naples
In order to gain an understanding of the local politics of Naples since the nineties, it is
essential to look at the major transformations that took place in the Italian parliamentary Left
at that time. In the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin wall as well as of Soviet Communism in
1989, the former Italian Communist Party (PCI) split up in 1991. Its successor, the Partito
Democratico della Sinistra (PDS) found itself caught between the legacy of the mass party
with a deep-rooted political and moral identity and the leadership’s urge to embrace liberal
democracy and the market economy (Dines, 2012). The PDS could still drawn on a sizeable
consensus among the industrial working-class; however, soon this electoral base was to be
superseded by an increasing middle-class electorate. It was precisely this overall scenario
that characterized Naples at the beginning of the nineties. Moreover, the year 1993
represented a landmark for Italian cities, since the national government passed a new
legislation1 that introduced the direct election of Mayors (Varriale, 2015). With this electoral
reform, the Mayor could form the city’s administration by choosing his deputies with the
specific competences. Accordingly, this entailed greater power and autonomy as well as
stability for the municipalities to bring forward its policies. The year 1993 represented also a
turning point for Italian politics. The major Italian cities, like Rome, Genoa, Venice, Trieste,
and Milan went through the administrative elections of the new city councils with the newly
introduced legislation. The win of the Left in that year in the majority of the municipalities saw
the beginning of a golden era for the leftist political exponents. Similarly to other cities,
Naples saw the opposition of two oppositional political forces, respectively representing on
one side the left-wing parties and on the other one the right-wing ones. On the 21st of
November 1993 election in Naples, the leftist area had its leader on the figure of Antonio
Bassolino, a trade unionist coming from the ‘workerist’ tradition of the PCI. His principal
opponent, on behalf of the neo-fascist Italian Social Movement (MSI), was Alessandra
Mussolini, granddaughter of the former dictator Benito Mussolini during the regime. The
electoral results displayed a great loss of the classical political forces of the first Republic,
like the PCI, DC and PSI. This was due the scandal of corruption Tangentopoli which struck
the entire Italian political system and ended up by sweeping away the old political class. In
return, new characters emerged; one of these was Antonio Bassolino, who eventually won
the ballot at the municipal elections against Alessandra Mussolini with a relatively
comfortable 41,62% over a 31,05%2 gained by the MSI, which in turn resulted being the
largest party. As mentioned in the introduction, at this point, after the fall of the PCI in 1991,
coupled with the dissolution of Soviet Communism, the PDS was forced to embrace liberal
democracy and market economy. This led the newly elected mayor Bassolino to start a set
of policies aimed at urban requalification and at the definition of Naples as an international
tourist destination (Dines, 2012). Since the nineties, the municipality decision to carry out
what is defined as riqualificazione urbana (urban requalification), was accompanied with
questions of security and decorum. As often happens when it comes to secure the urban
landscape, some minorities or outcasts were accused and targeted as the social problem
1

Legge 25 marzo 1993 n. 81.
Survey found on the website of the Municipality of Naples
https://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/9350
2
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which prevented the municipality to attain its goals. Indeed, this policies always appeal to
questions of ‘citizenship’ which in return imply the exclusion of some categories of the
population. This policies, surely, helped to pull out the historic city centre from decades of
abandonment, but what we should ask ourselves is: at what cost has this been possible? In
the attempt to attract tourism and inward investments, the administration restored many
historical monuments; streets and squares were repaved and most importantly closed to
traffic. These interventions allowed to reconsign these places, which were considered
neglected public spaces, to civil society. Antonio Bassolino terminated his mandate as mayor
in 2000; however his successor Rosa Russo Iervolino elected in 2001 and subsequently
Luigi De Magistris from 2011 until now carried on the legacy of Bassolino. For twenty years,
they continued to pursue the same policies aimed at fostering economic growth through the
requalification of Naples. Nevertheless, it has to be said, that in the last year due to the
spread of covid, the restrictions deployed to contain the virus, and hence the block imposed
on the arrivals of tourists, entailed a consistent deceleration in the processes of gentrification
and touristification of the city.

2.2 The Socio-Economic Context of Naples
The economic aspect of the South of Italy can be understood as in functional opposition to a
modernized and industrialized North which has always been deemed the responsible for
draggin the country to economic growth. The comparison with the industrial North led to the
representation of an immobile and undifferentiated Mezzogiorno. Naples summarizes well
the condition to which the South is relegated: economically dependent on welfare policies
and subsidies from the state and characterized by ingenious survival strategies. Most of the
population living in the city centre as well as in the popular districts relies on informal
economy or small-scale activities, getting by selling small gadgets or traditional food.
Along with the informal economy, the social composition of the city of Naples is also
characterized by a relevant portion of working-class, subproletariat and precariat which
represent a sizeable segment of population. These workers were employed in the few
industrial factories which were built in specific districts of the city during the economic boom
of the seventies. What makes this city different from others is that these segments of
population have not been put in the outskirts of the city (even though this could be true for
the districts of Secondigliano and Scampia), but rather they reside in central neighborhoods
like Forcella, Montesanto and Rione Sanità, to mention a few. The most iconic district which
better embodies the popular classes is the Quartieri Spagnoli (the Spanish Quarters),
composed by a grid of blocks very close between each other and tiny alleys. Furthermore,
the process of urbanization of Naples towards the external has been marked by an extensive
and messy construction of buildings, often illegal, without a precise urbanistic plan. As a
result, one peculiarity that appears clear by watching the map of the city from above is that
there is no green area left. The urban landscape of Naples could be well illustrated as an
unending and amorphous sprawl that stretches from the centro storico to the outskirts of the
surrounding peripheries like Scampia, a district of residential buildings designated for
popular housing between the end of the sixties and beginning of the seventies. Scampia is
also unfortunately notorious for its reputation of being a shelter for organized crime, where
violence and poverty are daily routine. This urban designation, hence, renders obsolete
every endeavor to portray Naples, as the other Italian cities, in terms of the dichotomy
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centre-periphery. The mediterranean city is therefore denoted by the intermingling of the
former with the latter. This entails that the assumption whereby there is an alleged privileged
and clean historic centre, and an abandoned and crime-ridden periphery, often considered
as a social dump, can not be applied in this case. This led the city to have some peculiar
characteristics, one among others, what could be defined as the contamination between
centre and periphery: the historic centre throughout the time assumed some geographic
characteristics normally associated with the urban peripheries. Poor popular segments of the
population has always been living in the central neighborhoods of the city, in which more
recently, to the original habitative substrate, considerable communities of migrants have
been added; so that not only the highest density of population can be detected, but also the
most elevated percentages of migrants inhabitants (Cavaliere, 2013). As a matter fact, the
population density of Naples in the years 2016/2017 reached 8.369 inhabitants/km23, one of
the highest in Europe. Moreover, the foreign population resident in the city and registered in
the municipality amounts to 56.976, equal about the 5,81% of the total population4. The
substantial presence of immigrants as well as asylum seekers makes questions of urban
spaces intertwine with the more complex matters of ‘citizenship’ which is not a static identity,
but it changes with migrations as new members emerge to advance their claims. Therefore,
Naples represent also an interesting laboratory in which to examine the so called spaces of
insurgent citizenship (Holston, 1998). As mentioned previously, one aspect that must be not
overlooked is the other competing authority present in the city, namely the Camorra, which
claims its power on the urban realm. The importance of this subject lies in the extent to
which it exerts a power on the public space; in fact, organized crime had moved in to fill the
political and entrepreneurial void that had been created by the failure of civic institutions
(Dines, 2012).
Last but not least, the role performed by CSO in the reuse and redefinition of the urban
space, in face of the transformations that the city has been undergoing since the nineties
with the deployment of the first policies by the municipality aimed at regenerating the centro
storico, as well as cleansing it from criminality and violence. For the first time, questions of
security and decorum appeared in the political agenda and in private and public discourses.
It is in this context that the city becomes the center of the struggle for claming “the right to
the city” (Lefebvre 1996, Harvey 2012, Purcell 2013). As highlights Alteri analyzing the CSO
in the post-fordist city: the city becomes the place of conflict - exactly as it was the ‘big
factory’ in the previous decades - and suggests to the subaltern classes forms of
reappropriation of the Commons, definition of alternative lifestyles, the consciousness of its
own social condition, elaboration of social relations external to the economist logic [...]. The
Social Centre is today a political actor of the city, which today mechanisms of governance
‘impose’ as interlocutors for municipal administrations and local politics (Alteri, 2014). The
matter of the Commons constitutes, from the perspective of the CSO, a criticism to the
management of the ‘public thing’ on which to build experiences of mobilitization and through
which open, at the same time, new spaces of political participation (Gargiulo, E., Cirulli, A.
2016).

3

demographic statistics taken from the website of the Municipality of Naples:
https://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/34362
4
ibid.
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3. Problem Analysis and Research Question
The literature that will be used in the theoretical framework shows extensively that research
over contested urban spaces, Commons, Autonomous Geographies, Social Centres has
already been done both in terms of Prefigurative Politics and in terms of Right to the City.
However, it seems to be a lack of research on the modes and practices through which these
spaces are able to contest the hegemonic capitalist word. This research therefore aims to
explore and examine which opportunities for radical change can emerge out of social
centres, and in this specific case out of the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo in Naples.
Given the peculiar characteristics exposed in the previous chapters regarding the political
and socio-economic context of Naples, the latter proves to be a perfect context where to
study urban contested spaces. The research aims to gain an understanding of how the
EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo interfaces with the social milieu of Naples, and how this is tending to
the accomplishment of the so called urban society (Lefebvre 1996, Purcell 2013). The urban
society for Lefebvre is understood in opposition to the industrial city, whose dominant ways
to organize the urban space are private property and exchange value. Conversely, in urban
society, the space is not ruled by capital, but it is appropriated by its inhabitants who make it
their own in order to meet their needs. Whereas in the industrial city, citizens are politically
passive as well as seen as mere consumers; urban society requires an effective
engagement of the entire urban community which shares a common purpose and it is based
on solidarity. The aim of urban society is therefore to develop human potential over capitalist
accumulation. Lefebvre’s account of urban society implicitly highlights the importance of
autogestion in opposition to delegation. His perspective on the city represents also a critic to
actual western democracy, based on delegation. In his view, the Right to the City is not an
end goal, but it rather has to be seen as an opening statement from which to depart to build
autogestion and control over the city. In this sense, the shift to urban society would mean a
deepening of democracy because the people would manage their affairs by themselves
which is exactly what the EX-OPG is pointing towards. Lefebvre goes even further by
asserting that when the majority of the people will take the power and control over the city,
the state will appear increasingly less necessary and capitalist relation of exploitation and
domination will fade away. Lefebvre does not see this project of widespread collective
self-management as an end goal but rather as a perpetual struggle that must be continually
enacted (Purcell, 2013). This because as for urban social movements, also in the case of
social centres, the creation of spaces for commoning triggers the counter-effort by the
dominant forces of capital to hinder, or even worse to coopt such initiatives and practices. In
fact, prefigurative experiences like social centres are especially liable to cooption. In
upscaling and expanding they run always the risk of being coopted by dominant power and
to reproduce the same relations of power. The political method advanced by Lefebvre is that
of Transduction, which aims to look at actual practices of urban autogestion and eventually
to extrapolate them in order to build an alternative to the capitalist industrial city. It could be
argued that the EX-OPG social centre is one of these practices of autogestion built from
below. Moreover, the latter is endowed of all the characteristics typical of prefigurative
politics. The EX-OPG, indeed, through its activities, initiatives, assemblies, disputes and
struggles actualise in practice what Maeckelbergh described as the removal of the temporal
distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in the future, thus combining the
two in the present, in the everyday life.
12

It is for these reason that the aim of this research will focus on the relations between the
CSO and the city, intended as both civil society and from the point of view of institutions, like
the municipal administration. This research will seek to analyze how such visions of the city
suggested by the city council have been contested by the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo through its
use and redefinition of urban space. It is also necessary to evaluate how the social centre
conceives its role and function in the surrounding environment and what is its vision of the
city. In this regard, I formulated one main research question whose aim will be to steer the
research. The main research question will be then subdivided into a series of sub-questions
aimed at addressing the different arguments concerning the main question.
Research question
-

How the EX-OPG social centre has been able to provide an alternative definition of
the urban space through its reuse and redefinition?

Sub-questions
-

How the EX-OPG social centre has been able to contest the administration’s vision of
the city in the face of the increasing commodification of the historic centre?
Which values and ideas are at the core of this urban project?
In what way and to what extent the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo can be deemed
prefigurative?
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4. Research Methodology
4.1 Data Collection
The research will take place in Naples and will focus on the case study of the EX-OPG Je
so’ Pazzo social centre located in the popular district of Materdei in the historic centre of the
city. In order to carry out the research, the methodology will mainly draw on qualitative
methods which proves themselves to be the most appropriate and suitable tools for
comprehending the social phenomena concerning the relationship between the city and the
social centre, as well as the personal experiences, thoughts, reflections, perceptions and
judgements of the various subjectivities. Accordingly, in this research I made use of
qualitative methodologies like participant and non-participant observation. In order to gain
more systematic information, data will be collected also through semi-structured interviews5,
which allow flexibility and leave room for non-standardized as well as more detailed and
extensive answers. In the attempt to delve more deeply into the relationship between the
social centre and Naples, namely into the ties that have been formed between the EX-OPG,
the neighborhood and its inhabitants, and more broadly with the various stakeholders and
subjectivities of the city, participant and non-participant observation have been carried out
both inside the social centre and outside in the neighborhood. In fact, I took part to various
activities organized by the social centre aimed at establishing relationships with external
actors of the neighborhood and to improve the livability of the latter.
Conversely, as far as the in-depth semi-structured interviews are concerned, I carried out
five of them with respondents belonging to the social centre and its surroundings namely
with political militants and activists that I individualized beforehand. At first it was difficult to
introduce myself in the environment and to become acquainted with the people, but already
after the first month I did not have any problem in establishing conversations with people
attending the social centre as I soon became part of group. These five people have not been
chosen randomly, but on the contrary, I elected them with a precise criteria. I wanted to
interview these specific people because they belonged to different areas and were in charge
of diverse activities (e.g. one was the spokesperson of the MMRN, another was responsible
for the Popular Clinic etc.). This choice therefore was aimed at providing a coverage as
widest as possible on all the initiatives that are still ongoing inside the OPG in order to have
a picture of the impact of the social centre on the city.
Together with the qualitative methodologies cited above, I also collected data through other
sources like informal conversations and small talks. Such techniques like holding informal
chats with militants, activists or simply sympathizers revolving around the social centre,
allowed me to grasp a more nuanced overview of the stories concerning the EX-OPG that I
would have not otherwise been able to collect in other ways. Lastly, in order to have as much
as information as possible I also drew on some websites and written documents found on
the internet that treated the theme of the Commons in Naples.

5

After having collected the qualitative data, the recordings of the interviews have been transcribed in
my laptop and translated from Italian to English. They will then be analysed and the parts useful for
the scope of the research will be reported in the thesis. The data (recordings, transcripts, notes etc.)
have been stored safe in my password-protected laptop and have been rendered accessible only to
me and my supervisor in compliance with WUR regulations.
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4.3 Reflexivity
Firstly, my intent was to carry out as much as interviews as possible in order to gain a
sizeable quantity of qualitative data and information. Needless to say that I could have not
been more wrong. Later on I understood that certain information could not be collected only
through interviews, so I had to rely more on techniques like participant and non-participant
observation as well as informal conversations. In this way, by on the one side collecting
observations and thoughts and on the other side by gathering more standardized data
through semi-structured interviews I was able to cover most of the aspects I expected for my
research. I planned to carry out five interviews with people I individualized beforehand.
Unfortunately, I had to acknowledge that after having established friendship with the militants
of the social centre throughout months of fieldwork, the thin line separating me as a
researcher and me as a “comrade” was slowly fading away thereby rendering impossible
every attempt to create a formal moment in which to interview the people I wanted to hear. It
became obsolete because after some months of participant observation and militancy with
the militants of the social centre they expected me to know almost everything of what they
were doing there and about the activities they promoted. The misunderstanding lied
precisely in the fact that my role was not only that of someone who was interpreting the
practices of the social centre, but also that of someone actively involved in supporting the
initiatives and helping in maintaining the building. The ethnography in this thesis is therefore
written at least partially from the ‘inside’ and not from and external standpoint. The
experience of the ethnography carried out in my fieldwork quite resonates with the
description provided by Pickerill and Chatterton which states that the encounters as
academic-activists, undertaking embedded or participatory forms of action research, are
empathic and interactive rather than extractive and objective (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006,
p.732). In this regard, I have to admit that since the outset of my fieldwork I expected myself
not to do research as a subject disjoined from my own object of study, but rather as a
researcher-activist. I thought myself more as a thinking subject embedded in the surrounding
environment. As a consequence, the figure of me as a researcher took the shape of a
militant actively contributing to the activities of the social centre. I consider that the posture I
assumed does not necessarily render the research biased, on the contrary, I think that my
perspective “from inside” as a militant does nothing but strengthening the ‘objectivity’ of the
research exactly because it is nourished by an internal point of view, one that is embedded
and immerged in the same dynamics that are object of study. Indeed, my methodology has
its roots in feminist epistemologies which provide arguments for why socially engaged
research is not ‘biased’, but stronger than research with narrower ideas of objectivity
(Jackson C., 2006). Feminist scholar Cecile Jackson goes even further and is capable of
inverting the paradigm of ‘objectivity’ by affirming that politically engaged research is
stronger than research which pretends to neutrality (Jackson C., 2006, p.526). I totally agree
with feminist epistemology in not accepting the ideal of value-free objectivity, since as
pointed out before, an explicit social justice orientation strengthens research rather than
constituting ‘bias’. Taking a perspective is not a bias (Jongerden, 2006, p.95). Reflections on
my positionality echos with what Jongerden states in his research about the PKK, and
namely that research always takes perspective and ought to show its perspective and,
second that sociology is about making sense (Jongerden, 2006, p.101). In this sense,
research is unavoidably an active research engagement (ibid.).
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During my entire fieldwork I tried not to stand apart from the context, but to always be aware
of how perceptions of myself altered the research. Owing to this fact, it took some time
before gaining trust and subsequently full access to the community of the social centre. At
first glance, in the first month I was seen as a sort of foreigner coming from the North of Italy
for who knows what reason. With the passing of the time, when people started getting to
know me, they realized who I was and what I was doing and therefore began to open
themselves with more confidence. Regarding my subjectivity and positionality, I
acknowledged that the fact of belonging to the same political area allowed me to gain more
trustworthiness from the community and hence more openness to answering my questions
as well as holding conversations about politics and the social centre itself. Indeed, the fact of
sharing the same political ideologies which are based on anti-capitalism, anti-racism and
anti-sexism entailed undoubtedly a great advantage for the good progress of the research.
In addition to the aforementioned reasons, what I appreciate about feminist epistemologies
is the fact that it is also a political stance. It places the researcher on the same critical level
of the subject. The researcher is not posed as objective, value-free and neutral but as having
a subjectivity and a positionality, that is, a social, cultural, political and economic location
(Jackson C., 2006, p.534). During my entire stay at the social centre, I always kept this
statement in mind; I never conceived myself as something disembedded which was there to
extrapolate data. As I already highlighted, the thin line that demarcated me as a researcher
and me as an militant-activist disappeared almost immediately. There has never been a
single moment where I felt purely as a researcher. I can quite confidently say that the
observations I did were from ‘the inside’ and that this entailed that respondents have felt
more at their ease in answering to my questions and in interacting with me.
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5. Theoretical Framework
[We] have worked with a concept that puts capitalist development first, and workers second.
This is a mistake. And now we have to turn the problem on its head, reverse the
polarity, and start again from the beginning: and the beginning is the class struggle of
the working class.
- Lenin in England, Mario Tronti (1964)
This chapter aims to give an overview on the main topics I will draw upon as theoretical
framework to address my case study research about the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo social centre
in Naples. This theoretical framework chapter therefore is divided into two marco-topics that
will provide the base for the research: firstly, I will delve into the concept of prefigurative
politics (or ‘prefiguration’) and subsequently its relationship with the Commons that recently
have experienced a revival in the academic environment, complicit also an increased
interest towards the urban studies field and the Commons as viable alternatives to
Capital(ism). In addition, I will refer to the notion of Autonomous Geographies coined by
Pickerill and Chatterton in the endeavour to describe a practical example of how
prefigurative politics can take shape in the urban realm and I will demonstrate its utility for
understanding autonomous social centres in Italy. Secondly, I will elaborate on the notion of
Right to the City, part of a broader reflection on urban sociology, drawing on its main
contributors like the french political philosopher Lefebvre, the Marxist urban sociologist David
Harvey and the more contemporary Marx Purcell.

5.1 Prefigurative Politics
5.1.1 Prefigurative Politics and the Commons
What is the relationship that binds the Commons with Prefigurative Politics? This chapter,
precisely, seeks to demonstrate that prefiguration, as well as its relations with the
Commons, proves to be more than suitable tools to grasp the social centres’ phenomena in
Italy. Some of the main questions that this chapter will strive to answer to could be resumed
as follows: what is the relation between prefigurative power and the commons? What does
prefigurative power have to do with urban contested spaces in Naples?
In order to understand this complex dynamics, the literature and material used will draw on a
variety of notorious scholars who have worked on such topics and whose academic
contributions demonstrated to be relevant for research purposes. I will commence by
confronting the two different but at the same time similar perspectives on Prefigurative
Politics given respectively on one hand by Hardt and Negri, and on the other hand by
Holloway. There will be an attempt to provide a synthesis between the two accounts, while
keeping into consideration the substantial divergencies. Subsequently, the subchapter
regarding the relationship between prefigurative power and the Commons will make use of
lot of the work elaborated by Silvia Federici on the Commons, highlighting the importance of
the concept of reproduction in capitalist social relations. In addition to Federici, I will refer to
various scholars who adopted the notion of ‘prefiguration’ for studying different social
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phenomena: references will be made to Jeffrey and Dyson for comprehending the
fundamental difference between anticipatory politics and prefigurative politics; and it will be
utilized the work of Maeckelbergh on the alter-globalization movement as an ideal-typical
social movement which applied prefiguration as a strategy.
What is the right starting-point for looking at prefigurative power? How is prefigurative politics
understood? I think that a good way to introduce these concepts is by using the definition
provided in the book “Perspectives on Commoning: Autonomist Principles and Practices”
(2017) by Ruivenkamp and Hilton. At the outset of their work, prefigurative power is defined
in such a way: forms of actions and organizational structures in which the temporal
distinction between the struggle in the present towards a goal in the future is removed and
the political goals are oriented to the immediate context of everyday life; thus, practices in
which the ends of one’s actions are equally expressed in the means applied for their
realization, in which, also, any incongruence between a future ideal and the present reality is
problematised (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, Glossary xi).
From an historical perspective, prefigurative power derives from the autonomia movement,
called autonomia operaia which had its origins in the first half of the 1970s heretical marxist
movement termed workerism (operaismo), whose more prominent exponents were Romano
Alquati, Raniero Panzieri, Antonio Negri and Mario Tronti. (Mudu 2012, p. 415). The
workerist Italian marxist movement and school of thought emphasized the substantial
autonomy of workers in respect to the dialectical historical process of capitalist relations of
production. The main merit of workerism, hence, is that of overturning the orthodox marxist
vision that recognizes capital as the fundamental driver of change. Moreover, as specified in
the aforementioned definition on prefigurative power, another important theoretical
intervention imported by workerism is that political action is not only a path to a better future,
but that future itself is enacted in the present, thus implying the equation between means
and ends. The assumption that lies behind the workerist thought is simple: workers have to
attack rather than defend themselves from capital’s agency of shaping capitalist relations of
production. Workerism therefore laid the foundations for the subsequent post-marxist
political school of thought called ‘autonomist marxism’. The latter, in line with its progenitor,
views the changes in the mode of production within capital as the outcome of worker’s
struggles. As usual, capitalism is not allowed to stay still staring at workers’ struggles,
accordingly it attempts to restore discipline by decomposing the mass working class, which
in turn gives birth to new struggles. What then Prefiguration has to deal with Autonomism? A
hint to this question can be given by the definition of Autonomia which is described as: a
school of post-marxian thought that emphasizes the role of the working-class struggle in
shaping capitalist development focusing on the emerging, implicit possibilities of subversion,
including everyday resistance to the present form of capitalism (so currently, cognitive
capitalism) and the creation of new forms of working, living and being in common. As a
class-struggle Marxism, it thus stresses workers’ autonomy (cf. workerism) as the guiding
principle of Marxist politics (and distance itself from crisis Marxism, in which the working
class figures only as victim) (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, Glossary vii). The autonomist
thought therefore, has been able to overturn that orthodox marxist perspective which sees
as the only viable option to tear down capitalism, the revolution. In fact, communist theories
of social change posit a linear march toward a moment in the future, in which both the path
and the goal are predetermined even before the struggle (Maeckelbergh, 2011). In this way,
this vision interposes a temporal distinction between the present and a future goal which will
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be accomplished only after the seizure of state-power. In this sense, autonomism has been
of remarkable importance, precisely because it allowed to prefigure a future in the present
moment. It refused to wait for the development of relations of production by capital. On the
contrary, it pushed for imposing its will from the first moment. As mentioned before,
capitalism can be fought by exploiting implicit possibilities of subversion in the present which
implies that the fight with capitalism can and must be carried out in everyday practices. If
there is a core message to retain from the experience of Autonomia is simple as that:
attacking rather than defending oneself from capitalism.

5.1.2 Prefigurative Politics: mirroring means and ends
As explained in the introduction above, ‘prefigurative politics’ lays its foundations in the
Autonomist as well as the Anarchist movement, whose assumption is exemplified in their
endeavor to counter-react to capital(ism) rather than following its dialectical process which
ultimately constrains and relegates urban social movements and all sort of antagonist
subjectivities to defend themselves from capitalist relations of production and reproduction.
To put it clearer, ‘prefigurative politics’ might better be seen in terms of self-valorization. This
entails that from a standpoint of self-valorization, as well as of self-constitution, the struggle
is not imposed negatively by an opposition, but rather it is defined by the desire to construct
an alternative future in the here and now. In this way, Autonomia, by highlighting the
self-activity of the working class, it overturns the orthodox teleological Marxist thought.
For this reason, ‘prefiguration’ proves to lend itself as a suitable tool to understand practices
and politics of resistance to capitalism, whose main practical example is today undoubtedly
embodied by the Commons. Indeed, in the last decades there have been plenty of (urban)
social movements that make reference to prefigurative politics. As a demonstration to this
fact there have been plenty of examples of political upheavals and revolts that have been
able to display to the world that the Thatcherian ‘there is no alternative’ is not always
applicable: antifascist and squatters’ movements in Europe and Usa, the Zapatistas of
Chiapas in Southern Mexico, the Landless Farmers in Brazil and the Alter-globalization are
just a few lampant cases but the list could go ahead. The major credit of these movements
has been without any doubt that of having extensively shown their capacity to prefigure a
new world. The political objectives of these movements - such as democracy, ‘horizontalism’
or equality - are realized prefiguratively, in the forms of their actions and organizational
structures (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.31).
From the aforementioned examples of resistance to capital, it appears clear that resistance
itself can take diverse and heterogenous forms. Practices and protests against capitalism
may range from an occupation of a public space and mass street protests, as in the case of
the Spanish 15-M movement of 2011 which led to the construction of permanent
encampments in the major cities’ squares like in Madrid and Barcelona; to ‘direct actions'
seeking to implement alternative forms of cooperation, production and reproduction (e.g.
Social Centres and the Commons as I will demonstrate later). What all these different and
various resistances hold in common is, to a greater or lesser extent, a form of political action
in which means and ends are not strictly divergent, but strongly reflected in each other
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.27). Accordingly, the definition that emerges after these first
considerations considers ‘prefigurative politics’ as an experimental political practice in which
the ends of one’s actions are mirrored in the means applied in their realization. These ends
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are thereby conceived as inherent in the practice itself and their immediate realization is
aimed at (ibid. p.25). Another useful account of how prefigurative politics is to be understood
as mirroring ends and means is provided by the scholar Marianne Maeckelbergh, whose
important work on the utilization of prefiguration as a strategy by the alter-globalization
movement, resulted in an important contribution to the academic debate. As a matter of fact,
Maeckelbergh argues that practicing prefigurative politics means removing the temporal
distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in the future; instead, struggle and
the goal, the real and the ideal, become one in the present (Maeckelbergh, 2011, p.4). The
strength of her consideration lies in its capacity to highlight the matter of temporality.
Thereby, resistance here is not understood as a teleological process aimed at reaching an
end-point in an alleged future, rather, likewise as the Autonomia, it claims that that future
goal must be attained in the present moment without compromises. In this sense, when
talking about ‘prefigurative politics’, it becomes obsolete to talk in terms of present and
future, as well as in term of means and ends.
Carrying on with this line of thought, if we assume ‘prefigurative politics’ as a mirroring
means and ends political struggle, then this has two further consequences: firstly, it means
that both the means and the ends, in their mutual relatedness, are formulated, tested and
evaluated throughout the political process (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.29). Prefiguration
is a process rather that the implementation of a pre-set strategy (Maeckelbergh M., 2011).
Consequently, it becomes evident that prefiguration is at odd with communist theories of
social change (‘Leninist-consequentialist’ strategy) in which every action or practice is
judged based on whether it facilitates or hinders the revolutionary goal in an indefinite future.
Secondly, and as a result, this process is inherently experimental and experiential - one
continuously and contemporaneously develops and redefines an image of both the objective
of one’s political actions and the means applied in these actions (Ruivenkamp & Hilton,
2017, p.29). Hence, conversely to the orthodox Marxist revolutionary historical perspective,
one which is often rather utopian and imbued with idealistic political goals, the prefigurative
practice is fully geared toward the everyday life. Prefiguration, in other words, is the attempt
to create the ‘other world’ in the here and now. In this sense, no distinction can be drawn
between a future ideal and its experimental, yet direct, realization.
A good example of how prefigurative politics have been applied as a political struggle in the
everyday life is given by, as outlined before, the alter-globalization movement which adopted
deliberately prefiguration as a strategy. Indeed, as far as this movement is concerned, here
prefiguration has to be seen as a ‘direct theory’ that thinks through action, through doing,
and accordingly has no any pre-set objective to pursue. What makes the alter-globalization
movement different from the previous movements is that the alternative ‘world’ is not
predetermined; it is developed through practice and it is different everywhere. This goal of
pursuing ‘(an)other world(s)’ in an open and explicitly not predetermined way requires
practice over time, and that is what makes prefiguration the most strategic approach
(Maeckelbergh M., 2011, p.3). In this regard, Maeckelbergh, in reference to the
alter-globalization movement, highlights the distinction that has been frequently made
between the concept of strategy and the one of prefiguration. The dominant definition of
strategy on the Left is shaped by socialist theories according to which struggle is seen as a
mean aimed at reaching a predetermined goal, the ‘revolutionary goal’. In order to gain this
goal, there has to be necessarily a hierarchical and organizational structure in charge of
organising the struggle toward that goal. On the contrary, prefiguration is thought to be
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without any prefixed goal beyond the enactment of a change in the here and now, which
inevitably implies a strong horizontal, decentralized and flexible structural form of
decision-making. From this perspective, prefiguration and strategy are opposites
(Maeckelbergh M., 2011).

5.1.3 Potentia versus Potestas
Who is this controversial figure of Antonio Negri? Why has his name often associated with
the leftist extremists of the 70s and 80s in Italy? Why was his thought so dangerous for the
Italian government of the time? Antonio Negri (or more commonly Toni Negri) is an italian
intellectual, a political philosopher, and a professor of political science at the University of
Padua in the north-east of Italy, one of the epicenter of the subversive autonomist
movement, together with Bologna and Rome. In fact, he is notoriously famous for his
involvement with the turmoils and upheavals which broke out since the late sixties in Italy, as
an appendix of the 68’ movement. In addition, he has been one of the theorist of the
workerist tradition, an heterodox Marxist current of thought which provided the theoretical
background for the extra-parliamentary Left practices of those years. As mentioned in the
introduction, Negri was one of the intellectuals who gave birth to the Operaismo. This later
on converged into the autonomist movement of the seventies called Autonomia Operaia
Organizzata (Organised Workers Autonomy).
In the development of his thought, Negri drew inspiration from Spinoza’s work. This led him
to make a fundamental distinction between two conceptions of power: Potentia and
Potestas. These two concepts are deemed to be diametrically opposed to each other: one is
the counterpart of its opposite. Potentia and Potestas are respectively associated to what
has been conceived by Negri as, on one hand ‘constituent power’ (potentia), and on the
other hand ‘constituted power’ (potestas). The former has to be understood as inextricably
bound to another fundamental theoretical concept: the multitude. This political subjectivity is
also defined as a population that has not entered into a social contract with a sovereign
political body, such that individuals retain their capacity for political self-determination
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, Glossary xi). In Negri’s account, the aim of this subjectivity is to
exercise agency and seek opportunities for the construction of a real alternative, one that is
set against the gradual expansion of the so-called cognitive capitalism, advancing on the
ashes of the previous fordist society based on industrial capitalism. Hence, potentia is the
power of the multitude, which is a power “from below” (Negri A., 2004). The latter, namely
‘constituted power’ (potestas), conversely, is the power of authoritarianism, therefore a
power that comes from above and that it is imposed on the multitude (ibid.). It can also be
argued that the multitude is a more comprehensive conception of political subjectivity that
attempts to overcome the classical Marxist class society. As a consequence, its counterpart
Empire, is not interpreted strictly as a ruling class that exploits the working class; rather it is
more seen as a worldwide network that controls global relations of production. From this
perspective, the multitude’s historical role becomes the one to create a ‘counter-empire’ that
is an alternative political organization of global flows from below.
Again, ‘constituent power’ is conceptualized as the form of power that is intrinsically linked to
democracy, whereas constituted power is its institutionalized counterpart; the repressive
inflexible and dense power that appears as soon as formal constitutions are formulated,
when states and other authoritarian structures are formed (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017,
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p.35). Between the two types of power, as stressed by Mathijs van de Sande, there is a
non-dialectical relationship. This means that rather than being related, they are just
antagonistically opposed and can not find a synthesis with each other. The realization of
constituent power is a gradual process in struggle with constituted power, without any
synthetic conciliation between the two.
Intrinsically to constituent power there can be found two elements, which are different sides
of the same coin. These two can be summarized in two words: resistance and creation.
Similarly to constituent power, Pickerill and Chatterton in their work on ‘Autonomous
Geographies’ asserts that, autonomy projects destroy and propose, resist and create
(Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006, p.738). In other words, the negation of the hegemonic and
dominant power of the Empire, goes hand-in-hand with the creation of an alternative world
which stands in contrast with the capitalist one. Likewise, using Negri’s terminology, then
multitude’s objective is both to ‘contest and subvert the empire’, and simultaneously to
‘construct a real alternative’ to it. Constituent power is the very process in which new
relations are formed, Negri stresses, as it does not aim at its own institutionalization, but, far
from this, strives to ‘construct more being - ethical being, social being community’ (Negri A.,
1999, p.23). This construction of being, as Negri formulates it, is an open process rather
than an end-oriented goal (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.36). The expression of constituent
power often manifests itself in revolutionary moments. Thus, in these moments of
insurgency, potentia liberates itself in the confrontation with its counterpart constituted power
and releases a radical alternative. There have been plenty of historical examples when this
happened, to mention just a few: the French revolution, the Soviet revolution of 1917, and
the Paris Commune in 1871. In fact, since ‘constituent power’ manifests itself as this
democratic and political moment, in which relations of power and production are politicized,
the point at which it is blocked (for example through institutionalization) is where history
come to a standstill; the political is closed again (ibid. p.37). If we look at these two kinds of
powers from this perspective, then it appears that on one side there is the Empire
(constituted power) which attempts to coopt the explicit creative project of the constituent
project in order to crystallize and institutionalize it, and on the other side there is the latter
which is understood as strictly linked to the concept of democracy. In other words,
democracy as the ‘absolute form’ of government becomes an effectual possibility - that is, it
transforms theoretical potentiality into a political project (Negri A., 1999, p.307). [...]
Democracy is the project of the multitude, a creative force, a living god (ibid.). The
democracy of the constituent power can be interpreted as an implicit critique to
representative democracy which is base on delegation, what is aimed by constituent power
is a radical transformation in the decision-making process; thus democracy is understood as
direct democracy, participative and real democracy as Purcell (2013) would say as we will
see in the next chapter.
At this point, how can constituent power of the multitude be linked to prefiguration? What is
the relation between the two? As for the potentia, also for the multitude, we cannot
distinguish between potentiality and its actualisation. Between the two there is a logical
equivalence, one presupposes the other one. Multitude, or the power of the multitude, is
prefigurative precisely because it cannot exist as a potentiality without actualisation
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.40). The multitude thus prefigures its full potential in its actual
existence (ibid.). When the multitude expresses itself as a moment of radical democracy, as
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an explosive power that comes from below, it necessarily prefigures the world it is aiming at,
in that precise moment, the future is enclosed in the practic of the ‘now’.

5.1.4 Power-to versus Power-over
Together with Antonio Negri, also John Holloway is an autonomist Marxist political thinker,
whose work is closely associated with the Zapatista movement of Chiapas in Mexico. In line
with the autonomist school of thought, he believes that the world can be changed without
taking power, as cites one of his book’s title. In addition, drawing from Mario Tronti, Holloway
agrees and stresses the need to centralize the struggle in the analysis of capitalist relations
of power and production, thus shifting the focus on the working-class struggle as the driver
determining capitalist development. Similarly to Hardt and Negri’s work, Holloway’s central
argument revolves around the distinction between what he refers to as ‘power-to’ and
‘power-over’. Power-to in its most naked form, has to be understood literally as the
power-to-do, the capacity-to-do, the ability to do things. Diametrically opposed we have
power-over, which in this regard, is defined as the breaking of the social flow of doing. Those
who exert power over the doing of other deny the subjectivity of those others, deny their part
in the flow of doing, exclude them from history (Holloway, 2010, p.28).
The strong affinity between Hardt and Negri, and Holloway lies in the strong resemblances
between the the concepts of potentia and potestas of the former, and the concepts of
power-to and power-over of the latter. In particular, at the core of both theorizations stands
the centrality of oppositional struggle, and the rejection of state power as a revolutionary
means (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.43). Clearly, both potentia and power-to are
conceptualized as a power ‘from below’, and therefore based on a political practice of
resistance, in relation to the other power ‘from above’.
Although it could be argued the both conceptualizations of power share identical
characteristics, in reality if we look closely, there appears a relevant difference. Indeed,
power-to and power-over could be deemed as different sides of the same coin, rather than
essentially different forms of power. Simply, power-over is the alienated - or, to apply
Holloway’s terminology, ‘fetishised’ - form of power-to (ibid. p.44). In capitalist society,
Holloway contends that power-over exist as the breaking of the ‘flow of doing’, in other
words, the division between the ‘doing’ and the ‘done’. Hence, the relation that binds these
forms of power together is rather different from the oppositional antagonism that Negri
individualizes in potentia and potestas. Basically, Negri’s concepts of potentia and potestas
are set against each other and can not be reduced to each other, whereas Holloway’s
notions of power-to and power-over are intimately connected, since one is the ‘alienated’
form of the other one. Thereby, power-to is seen by Holloway as a repressed capacity-to-do,
that can be actualised prefiguratively only by overcoming its alienated form.
Here, it becomes central the concept of preguration in Holloway’s theorizations. The
confrontation against power-over and the development of potential (of power-to), which is
depicted as the ‘emancipation of power-to’ are one and the same process. This process is
what Holloway, in turn refers to as ‘prefigurative’ (ibid., p.47). In his book Crack Capitalism
(2010), he asserts that in order to release the repressed potential of power-to, it is required a
‘method of crack’: this method aims to highlight the importance of widening the cracks
already present in the capitalist order. Examples of this ‘cracks’ can be found for instance in
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all the interstitial urban spaces: squats and social centres (centri sociali) are just a few
examples. As it will be deepened throughout this thesis, I will address the case study of the
EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo social centre in Naples as a crack in the sovereign capitalist order of
the city and not only. A crack in fact, is a spatio-temporal depiction of a prefigurative practice
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.47). In this regard, as Holloway argues, a ‘crack is not a step
on the path of revolution, but it is an opening outward’ (Holloway, 2010, p.35). It is
consequential, that the actualization in practice of power-to through for instance the
establishment of autonomous social centres, is itself a prefiguration of an alternative world.

5.1.5 Pickerill and Chatterton’s
actualisation of Potentia & Power-to

Autonomous

Geographies:

the

I decided to include the notion of Autonomous Geographies because it lends itself as a
suitable tool to grasp the social centre phenomena addressed in this thesis. Adding to that,
Autonomous Geographies represent also the perfect example to display of how Potentia and
Power-to can actualise themselves practically, opening and subsequently broadening cracks,
using Holloway terminology, in the modern capitalist order. The concept advanced by
Pickerill and Chatterton draws specifically on various urban experiences such as the one of
the social centres, which in fact are mentioned as examples. This chapter simply aims to
provide a short summary on the hallmarks and major characteristics of Autonomous
Geographies in order to lay the basis for the further discussion and reflection on the case
study at the centre of the thesis
How can Autonomous Geographies be defined? In Pickerill and Chatterton’s article, the
definition provided describes them as those space where people desire to constitute
non-capitalist, egalitarian and solidaristic forms of political, social and economic organization
through a combination of resistance and creation (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006, p.730).
As suggested by the term autonomous itself, this notion as well as several autonomous
groups and tendencies take their cue from the italian autonomist marxist tradition which gave
birth to groups and collectives like Autonomia Operaia, Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua.
These groups, thanks to the setting up of social centres were able to extend the struggle
from the factory to the wider city. The installation of social centre had also the merit of putting
the focus of the struggles over the rights to hold property on common, thus claiming back
public ownership over the increasing diffusion of neoliberal rapacious private ownership;
finally, the struggle over the social centres aimed to challenge wage labour and the
commercialization of free time as well as the decline of cheap services.
As aforementioned, autonomy is a peculiar characteristic of Autonomous Geographies and it
is defined by Pickerill and Chatterton in different ways. First of all, they stress the importance
of conceiving autonomy as a moveable, historically specific and highly contextual and
contested element that can be used to pursue a variety of ends and ideologies. Moreover,
noteworthy is the interpretation provided by Castoriadis who rightly figured out that the
individual will never be free withing the boundaries of capitalism and authoritarian socialism
as well as representative democracy. For this reason, “this project of simultaneous collective
and individual autonomy as a tool for renewing democracy is defined through personal
freedom, a mistrust of power and a rejection of hierarchy, and the advocacy of
self-management, decentralized and voluntary organization, direct action and radical
change” (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006, p.734). There are also other principles on which
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autonomous movements uphold themselves, these can be summed up as follows:
collectivism, independence from political parties, trade unions and capital circulation, popular
power, self-determination and decentralized direct democracy, consensus-based
decision-making (or horizontality), diversity and pluralism, the revolution of the everyday,
internationalism and conscious spontaneity, militancy and confrontation as tactics (ibid.
p.735). Drawing from the description given by Pickerill and Chatterton, Autonomous
Geographies, for their being alternative realities to existing society, represent what Harvey
and other scholars would call ‘spaces of hope’ which can lead to potential radical alternative
and creative futures.

5.1.6 The Prefigurative Power of the Commons
Why do we talk about the prefigurative power of the commons? Firstly, in order to gain an
understanding of how the term ‘prefigurative’ is here conceived, it is needed a clear-cut
separation between anticipatory politics and prefigurative politics. Both types of politics are
meant to respond to an alleged future uncertainty in somewhat opposing ways. Anticipatory
politics tends more towards preserving the present from an hypothesized future threaten.
Conversely, prefigurative politics aspires at promoting a change in the present. Hence, a key
dimension of prefigurative politics is its commitment to action; this fundamental orientation
towards enacting futures separates prefigurative politics from anticipatory politics (Jeffrey &
Dyson, 2020). Prefigurative politics seeks to embrace the potential of the future to be more
inclusive, sustainable, and equitable than the present, whereas institutions engaged in
anticipatory politics usually imagine the future as a threat (ibid.).
After this clarifications on the meaning of prefigurative politics, still the concept of ‘Commons’
and ‘Commoning’ urge some elucidations. Indeed, if originally the commons were associated
with natural resources jointly managed by a collectivity or community, in the last decades this
concept has been deepened and expanded. This expansion thus allowed a broadening of
the meaning of Commons, thereby including for instance interpersonal and human-nature
relations. The extension of the semantic area of the commons implied a radical shift from the
‘commons as resources’ to ‘commons as relational social frameworks’ (Ruivenkamp &
Hilton, 2017). In this regard, the evolution of the term from ‘common’ to ‘commoning’ aims to
highlight the continuous making and remaking of the commons through shared practices.
Again, commons-as-resources becomes intertwined with commons-as-social-arrangements
(ibid.).
Notwithstanding, the creation of spaces for commoning triggers the counter-effort by the
dominant forces of capital to coopt and hinder the initiatives and practices, which represent a
danger for the hegemonic system, through processes of enclosure and dispossession.
Examples of these attempts of cooptation of ‘commoning’ initiatives by the state or local
institution are well-known in the history of CSO in Italy. An explicative and representative
example is given by the story of the CSO Rivolta located in Mestre (Venice). Alike the rest of
social centres, the CSO Rivolta started out as an occupied autonomous social centre based
on the refusal to dialogue and to come to compromises with institutions. However, as the
time passed by, it gradually changed its politics, thus giving birth to what has been named as
the movement of Disobbedienti (Disobedients), the autonomist branch of social centres of
the North-east of Italy which is characterized by a strong influence of Negri’s theories. As a
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direct consequence of the debate on ‘welfare from below’ and Rivolta’s relations with local
institutions, a number of organizations and associations relying on institutional funding were
established, delivering services and other public goods in some sensitive areas. Some of the
voluntary activities, such as education projects, advice to migrants, support for homeless
people, in which the Rivolta activists were already involved, were turned into services
delivered by more formal organizations (Montagna N., 2006, p.300,301). This approach was
interpreted as a betrayal to the authenticity of those activities, moreover, it caused
resentment among the activists who thought that militancy had to be voluntary-based as
counterposed to salaried labor.
This example of cooptation shows clearly prefigurative politics and power are featured to a
certain extent by some pitfalls. I will hereby list the two downsides of prefigurative politics
individualized by Jeffrey and Dyson. Firstly, a critique that is often moved towards
prefigurative initiatives is that they tend to take the shape of a social enclosure, thus
resulting as unthreatening to dominant structures of power like the state and capitalism. In
this case, these practices are more seen as withdrawing from society rather than
transforming it (Jeffrey & Dyson, 2020). Various authors, like for instance David Harvey, have
labeled such sporadic prefigurative practices of resistance with neologisms like “politics of
dispersed singularities”, as well as “militant particularism” that render well the idea of lacking
structure. This same critique has been also addressed towards Holloway, whose work on the
commons has been criticized because it risks to portray the experiences of resistance as
unconnected whole of mere stances. Secondly, prefigurative politics is especially liable to
cooption, limiting its impact. In upscaling there is a risk to become complicit in reproducing
dominant norms, as demonstrated before with the CSO Rivolta in Mestre, which from being
a voluntary-based political experience based on mutualism and solidarity outside capitalist
relations of power, later turned into an organization of the third-sector providing services,
thereby losing its authenticity and value.
As John Holloway effectively wrote in Changing the world without taking power (2004),
imagining being able to use the state to build a more just world means attributing to the state
an autonomous existence, abstracted from the social relations that bind it inextricably to
capitalist accumulation and force it to reproduce social conflict and exclusion mechanism
(Federici 2020, p.96). Here, Silvia Federici is enlightening in posing the concept of
reproduction as a central argument. Her work on the importance of the commons as a way
to resist capitalist relations of production necessarily forces us to devise new modes of
(re)production. Indeed, she focuses on the restructuring of reproduction as the crucial terrain
for the transformation of social relations. Thus, it overturns not only the value structure of the
capitalist organization of work, but also the primacy accorded to production as a terrain of
struggle and organization in the Marxist perspective (ibid. p.95).
As highlighted by Federici, the fundamental shift from production to reproduction as terrain of
struggle, will be reflected also on another crucial transformation: the transition of the struggle
from the factory to the city, as we will see in the following chapter. However, not only the
commons are capable of putting the accent on the matter of reproduction, further, one of
their major attractions consists in their being “embryonic forms of a new society”. They
express power that comes from below rather than from the state, and they are based on
cooperation and collective decision-making rather than coercion. Adding to that, Holloway’s
commons are example of prefigurative practices in which the distinction between the means
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and ends are dissolved within a ‘here and now’ practice (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.53),
thereby allowing an independence from the ordering temporality of capital(ism).
As just mentioned, collective decision-making, decentralization and horizontalism are one of
the hallmarks of the Commons as prefigurative practices. The study of the alter-globalization
movement by Jeanne Mackelbergh is explanatory in this sense because it provides a useful
account on how these processes work. The assumption about power that is built into
practices of horizontality is that power always centralizes, and so structures and procedures
are needed to continuously challenge this centralization. Horizontality is the process of
continuously decentralizing power (Maeckelbergh 2011, p.10). Therefore, since the
assumption underlying horizontalism is the risk of centralization of power itself, one of the
goals of the alter-globalization movement is to redesign the way power operates.
Nevertheless, this can not be done with a pre-set strategy, rather the new structures of
decision-making are learned themselves through practice. The latter process is the
prefigurative element of the alter-globalization movement on which new political structures to
challenge centralization are tested. On a last note, it is worth taking into account that
horizontality does not have to be taken as an unquestioned and unproblematic concept.
Horizontality itself conceals a pitfall, exactly because it is an open process learned through
‘doing’ and without any formalized and organizational structure, there can not be a singular
predetermined goal, thus making much more difficult to take decisions. Nonetheless,
Mackelbergh is clear in stressing the importance of new democratic structures. In fact, social
change was often spoken of as far more likely to stem from a process of setting up
alternative democratic structures to take the place of existing political structures of
nation-state based on representative democracy (Maeckelbergh M., 2012). Alternative
democratic structures is exactly what the next chapter will touch upon by drawing on
scholars who have been able to envision in the Right to the City the soil where to build a
new more equitable and just society.

5.2 The Right to the City
5.2.1 Urban Sociology and the Right to the City
This chapter will elaborate on the concept of the Right to the City as a tool for framing the
social centre phenomena in Italy, and more specifically the EX-OPG Je so Pazzo in Naples.
The discourse developed in this chapter will draw mainly on three urban sociologists who
worked on the topic and gave important contributions: Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, and
Mark Purcell. Here below I will provide a short overview on the main topics and arguments
that this chapter will touch upon.
With the taking root of capitalism and the process of industrialization, using Marxist
terminology, the exchange value of cities considered as “objects” has superseded its
counterpart the use value, thus depriving citizens of the fundamental meaning of urban life
as a place for participation, meeting and interaction. The french political philosopher Henri
Lefebvre is a visionary for his time in individualizing the city as the primary terrain of struggle
for urban social movements as well as for class struggle. Lefebvre anticipates some issues
that have become central in urban analysis, such as the growing commodification of the
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urban landscape and the city itself: this element for instance has emerged exponentially in
recent decades with the growing competitiveness between cities based substantially on the
image sold in a neoliberal key by local administrations in the attempt to attract foreign
financing and capitals. However, the neoliberal urban planning projects brought forward by
city councils often are carried out at the expenses of the need of the citizens which are
replaced by the profit interests of real estate developers and builders, whose position gives
them the power to redefine the purposes of intervention on the territory. As response to the
withering of urban life and meaning, coupled with the increasing urban segregation of
popular classes condemned to live a life in these gray buildings in the suburbs at the fringes
of the city, Lefebvre poses at the core of his philosophical and sociological analysis the
concept of Right to the City that aimed to overturn this tendency that sees the increasing
development of urbanization and capitalism irreversible. Right to the City for Lefebvre is
therefore a urgent call to react to the anomyc, alienating and existential pain that goes
hand-in-hand with the urban life of the metropoli.
Following on the reflections advanced by Lefebvre, the American urban geographer David
Harvey is fundamental in order to have a more contemporary read of current transformations
on the urban landscape. His interpretation of Lefebvre, together with his intuitions on how
the city developed and subsequently became an object from which to extrapolate surplus
value by the dominant classes is enlightening. In his thought, one can easily recognise the
similarity with the autonomist Marxist current of thought, in foreseeing the shift from the
factory to the city as the principle terrain of class struggle. As concerns Harvey, the logic
behind Lefebvre’s position lies in the observation that sees the diminishing if not
disappearing (only in some cases) of the classical industrial working class. The labor market
has undoubtedly changed, shifting from the classical “proletariat” to the so-called “precariat”,
composed by the ever-expanding flexible low-paid workers, part-time and exploited workers
without contract. Moreover, this transformation has been characterized by a strong
atomisation of the class struggle which eventually ended up in the dissolution of every
endeavor of self-organization and political struggle. Within this context, Harvey outlines the
Right to the City as far more than a right of individual access to the resources that the city
embodies: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city more after our’s heart desire
(Harvey, 2017, p.1,2). It is, hence, a collective rather than an individual right since changing
the city inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of
urbanization (ibid.). Harvey continues, “the freedom to make and remake ourselves and our
cities is, I want to argue, one of the most precious yet most neglected human rights” (ibid.).
The last author I will draw on to address the Right to the City is the American urban
sociologist Mark Purcell, and respectively his work on direct democracy in relation to the
Right to the City and the urban space. In his article The right to the city: the struggle for
democracy in the urban public realm (2013), he implicitly make a critique to representative
liberal democracy to be a sort of oligarchy rather than a real democracy. The latter, as he
puts it, must be understood as the people managing their things for themselves without any
intermediaries. Precisely for this reason, Purcell’s work worth reading, because it constrains
to reflect once again on a concept on which Lefebvre insisted, namely autogestion.
“Democracy is a mode of living together in which people manage for themselves the
conditions of their existence. In democracy people are autonomous rather than
heteronomous, meaning literally that people ‘give themselves the law’ rather than having the
‘law given to them by others’. Ruling oneself is an active project, it is never a passive state of
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rest. Democracy and autonomy imply an ongoing struggle to actively govern oneself that
takes tremendous effort to maintain. Heteronomy, the desire to let someone else do it must
be continually warded off. Therefore, in order to be autonomous, people must also be
intensely aware, alive and active” (Purcell M., 2013).

5.2.2 Use value and Exchange value: the Commodification of the Urban
Realm
Lefebvre’s reflections and writings on the city are inspired from a strong Marxist framework.
Accordingly, many of the concepts Lefebvre draws upon in his analysis are taken from the
Marxist thought. In explaining the major changes the contemporary city was undergoing,
jointly with the increasing commodification of the urban landscape, Lefebvre adopts the
notions of exchange value and use value. Lefebvre contends the thesis that the city and the
urban reality supposedly depend on the use value. However, the exchange value and
generalization of the commodities produced by industrialization tend to destroy,
subordinating them to itself, the city and the urban reality (Lefebvre, 2014). What does
Lefebvre really mean with using these two categories? Capitalist production processes
transform human work (use value) into products, into mere commodities (exchange value).
Similarly, this dynamic is transferred to the urban space of the city, which far from being
perceived on his utility and needs of the people, it became an object of exchange and profit.
Lefebvre, therefore, well in advance extraordinarily envisages what decades later will
become the more contradictory and ambiguous problem of the cities: the phenomenon of
gentrification and touristification. In advanced capitalist countries, the urban space is
subjected to commodification processes in which the economic logic of the market prevail:
cities are thus transformed into attractive and desirable products for capital investment.
Within this process, the “exchange value” of space imposes itself in an authoritarian way on
the “use value”, radically excluding citizens from any decision-making process (Lefebvre,
2018, Preface).
The difference between exchange value and use value become even more evident and
visible within Lefebvre’s book The Urban Revolution, on which the french philosopher
envisions an ideal ‘Urban Society’ in contrast with the capitalist ‘Industrial City’. In his words,
there is still another way, that of the urban and the human as oeuvre in this society, which
ultimately itself would be an oeuvre and not a product (Lefebvre, Kofman & Lebas, 1996,
p.149). He asserts, that in this idealistic Urban Society, the space is not ruled by property
rights or exchange value, but rather the inhabitants appropriate space. Likewise, oeuvre is a
concept opposed to product; oeuvre is here conceived as the development of human
potential rather than capitalist accumulation (ibid.). In a nutshell, whereas the ‘Industrial City’
is ruled by private property and exchange value, which are respectively seen as the
dominant way to organize urban space which entails a political passivity by the urban
inhabitants whose in turn primary function sees them as consumers rather than citizens
(Purcell M., 2013); the Urban Society, conversely, is defined as the real appropriation of the
urban space by inhabitants, whose main purpose is the full human potential through the
shaping of the city based on their needs.
Lefebvre’s contributions have been central not only in shedding the light on urban
phenomena that would have otherwise been overlooked, but also because of their being a
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political statement aimed at the marginalised people confined at the margins of society and
more importantly of the city. It is within this frame that the need to coin a concept like the
Right to the City has to be understood. Indeed, the author’s original intuition lies in
problematizing the social and political subject of the Marxian “proletariat” (a risky,
anachronistic and simplifying concept linked to the situation of the nineteenth-century
working class). In his analysis, he extends the political subject thus including also all those
workers and inhabitants of the suburban areas of the city (in this case Paris) who concretely
experience the social segregation of the large buildings designed by the functionalist model
in the reorganization of the fordist banlieue (Lefebvre, 2018, Preface) and who live in a
precarious condition on the margins of market and consumption. Hence, the political
subjectivity at the center of the analysis is no longer the orthodox “proletariat” as intended in
the 19th century, rather it is the latter broadened up to including also precarious workers as
well as the immigrant workers coming from the french colonies.

5.2.3 Space and Power
Looking at Lefebrve’s writings and reflections on the Right to the city it appears clear the he
has suffered the influence of the urban movements and revolutions of that time, like in 1968.
His contributions do not come from nothing, but are a consequential result of the context on
which he was embedded. He observed that historically has always been that the ruling
classes have used space as a tool. How? They imposed their power on the urban landscape
for several purposes: to disperse the working classes in order to curb their subversive
potential and subsequently to divide it into assigned places, to subordinate it to institutional
rules, and therefore to subjugate space to power for regulating society and above all for
preserving and retaining capitalist relations of production.
The Right to the City is nothing but the response of the marginalised people to the
appropriation and control by the ruling classes and capitalism over the city. It is an act of
resistance of all the subjects who suffer in first person the exclusive policies which resort to
the segregation and confinement of the popular classes far from the city centres. Lefebvre
individualized in the Paris Commune a perfect example of how the Right to the City can take
shape. He examines that the Paris Commune can be interpreted in the light of the
contradictions of space, and not only starting from the contradictions of historical time. It was
a popular response to Haussman’s urban planning and strategy. The workers, driven to the
suburbs and the peripheral municipalities, re-appropriated the space from which
Bonapartism and the strategy of political power had excluded them.
How the Right to the City has to be conceived then? As concern Lefebvre, he does not
intend it as a new right, but rather he sees it more as indicating a path of struggle, of social,
concrete and performative conflict. Further, the Right to the City does not have to be
understood as a political end goal, as something that we reach when the state recognises it
and inscribes it into the law. On the contrary, it has to be interpreted as a political opening
statement, a point of departure from which a generalized struggle for renewing the political
life can thrive. In other words, for Lefebvre, the Right to the City is a way for people to
manage existential conditions for themselves, it can be formulated as a transformed and
renewed right to urban life, and only the working class can become the agent, the social
carrier or support of this realization (Lefebvre, Kofman & Lebas, 1996, p.158). Their political
awakening prompts them to discover and come to reappropriate their own power, power that
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has been expropriated by the state and by capitalist institutions (Purcell M., 2013). Hence,
there is no room for the Right to the City for its authentic realization without a radical critique
to the capitalist system. What is at stake with the space of the city is a dispute between
those who are visible and have a voice, and the mass of the oppressed who are invisible
and who do not have the possibility of uttering a word. For this reason Lefebvre invokes the
working class as the agent of revolutionary change. Moreover, and here stands the visionary
aspect of Lefebvre, the working class to which he makes reference to is not exclusively
related to factory workers, but rather it encompasses all the oppressed sections of society
constituted out of the urban.

5.2.4 A Marxist Perspective on the City
Together with Henri Lefebvre, another author who brought a conspicuous contribution to
urban sociology and more specifically on the notion of the Right to the City, is the American
geographer David Harvey. He utilized a Marxist theoretical setting which allowed him to lay
down a very strong structure for his analysis. Harvey along with the autonomist movement,
individualizes in the city, rather than in the factory the future terrain of struggle. In his
thought, changing the city with the Right to the City means changing ourselves through the
urban space. By learning the practices of autogestion the people would therefore avoid
delegating to policy-makers, politicians and property owners their own lives, thus imposing
their own will over the management of the city. “The question of what kind of city we want
cannot be divorced from the question of what kind of people we want to be, what kinds of
social relations we seek, what relations to nature we cherish, what style of daily life we
desire, what kinds of technologies we deem appropriate, what aesthetic values we hold. The
right to the city is, therefore, far more than a right of individual access to the resources that
the city embodies: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city more after our
heart’s desire. It is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual right since changing the
city inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of
urbanization. The freedom to make and remake ourselves and our cities, I want to argue,
one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights” (Harvey, 2012, p.4).
With making and remaking ourselves through our cities, Harvey wants to signify that the aim
of the right to the city, is to claim the shaping power over the processes of urbanization in a
fundamental and radical way. For Harvey, cities have arisen through the geographical and
social concentrations of surplus product. In his thought, cities as we know them now,
emerged thanks to the surplus value that have been extracted from the people working in
the city, thus rendering it, similarly to the factory, a class phenomena of some sort. This
phenomena entailed the control over the surplus and space in a few hands, at the expenses
of the majority. Harvey informs that a line can be traced between the development of
capitalism and urbanization, and that this inner connection became visible because to
produce surplus value, capitalists have to produce a surplus product, and therefore,
urbanization depends on the mobilization of a surplus product (Harvey, 2017, p.2). Harvey
here argues, that urbanization plays a particularly active role (along with other phenomena
such as military expenditures) in absorbing the surplus product that capitalists are
perpetually producing in their search for surplus value (Harvey, 2012, p.6,7). In his
explanation of the tight relation between urbanization and capitalism, Harvey provides the
example of the Paris Commune of 1871, which in his regard is explicative. Indeed, from this
point of view, the Paris Comune represents one of the greatest revolutionary episodes in
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capitalist urban history. As concerns Harvey, the Commune can be interpreted as the taking
back of the city by the popular classes, the proletariat, the marginalized people relegated at
the fringes of society, and those dispossessed by Haumann’s work. Furthermore, the
Commune was led by a nostalgia for the urban world and the urban life that Haussman’s
project destroyed, and hence by the desire to reclaim and take back the control over the city
for recreating that urban dimension on which people could identify with and participate to.
The parisian experience of socialist-libertarian autogestion also demonstrated that
alternative to industrial capitalism were possible and applicable, and it did so by articulating
advanced and conflictual forward-looking visions and practices based on decentralized
forms of decision-making inspired to popular control theories, which ultimately stood in stark
contrast with the current centralized capitalist hierarchical monopoly of power. Harvey carries
on bringing other examples; in his words, “if the haussmannization of Paris had a role in
explaining the dynamics of the Paris Commune, so the soulless qualities of suburban living
played a critical role in the dramatic movements of 1968 in United states, as discontented
white middle-class students went into a phase of revolt, seeking alliances with other
marginalized groups and rallying against US imperialism to create a movement to build
another kind of world, including a different kind of urban experience” (Harvey, 2012, p.10).
As emerges from this theoretical effort aimed at demonstrating the centrality of urban
struggles for reappropriating the urban space by its citizens, it appears clear that Harvey
sees in the city an enormous potential for overturning the existent status quo. It is more and
more evident how he frames the city as the only viable option for people to recreate their
own standards of living, ones that are not dictated by the logic of exchange value, but as
Lefbvre would say, are guided by the use value. In this regard, it returns useful the distinction
made by the french philosopher who distinguishes between the habitat and the habiter which
highlights the difference of how space can be conceived based whether in exchange or in
the use value.
The thesis argued by Harvey is therefore that the surplus value accumulated by the
dominant classes has been absorbed by the increasing agglomeration of urban epicenters,
together with the continuous urban growth and transformation. Nevertheless, what has been
confronted by few scholars, is the darker aspect that this urban transformation conceals. In
fact, the side effect of this transformation of the city, that passes through what Harvey calls
“creative destruction”, nearly always has a class dimension, since it affects the poor, the
unprivileged and those marginalized from political power who suffer first and foremost the
consequences of urbanistic plans. This takes an even worse connotation if we consider that
to achieve these goals, dominant classes resort to violence, deployed to build a new urban
world on the wreckage of the old. Harvey follows by asserting that “Haussmann tore through
the old Parisian impoverished quarters, using power of expropriation for supposedly public
benefit, and did so in the name of civic improvement, environmental restoration, and urban
renovation. He deliberately engineered the removal of much of the working class and other
unruly elements, along with insalubrious industries, from Paris city center, where they
constituted a threat to public order, public health, and political power. He created an urban
form where it was believed (incorrectly, as it turned out in 1871) sufficial levels of
surveillance and military control were possible so as to ensure that revolutionary movements
could easily be controlled by military power” (Harvey, 2012, p.16). The conclusion that can
be drawn by Harvey’s explanation is that, urbanization has played a crucial role in the
absorption of capital surpluses, however, this has been possible at the price of processes of
so-called “creative destruction” that entailed the dispossession of the urban masses of any
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right to the city whatsoever. Finally, Harvey adverts, that if we fall into the trap of expelling
the unruly subjectivities from the city centres to the margins of the city, this might end up in
revolts of the dispossessed seeking to reclaim the city back, just as happened in Paris in
1871.

5.2.5 Are USM also Class-based and Anti-capitalist Struggles?
These considerations leads us to one the most pressing questions for Harvey, namely:
should struggles within and over the city, and over the qualities and prospects of urban
living, be seen as fundamental to anti-capitalistic politics (Harvey, 2012, p.120) ? The
answer, as it can easily be imagined, is nothing but easy. Historically, for traditional and more
orthodox left, urban social movements have been underestimated and deemed something
not functional for sparking revolutionary change. Likewise, from a Marxist tradition
standpoint, these movements have always been overlooked as devoid of revolutionary
potential, since they have been seen as detached and separate from class struggles which
have their roots in the factory as terrain of contestation. The main point is that, such
struggles are construed as being either issues of reproduction rather than production, or
about rights, sovereignty, and citizenship, and therefore not about class (ibid. p.120).
Generally, within the leftist scenario, the factory has historically been understood as the
privileged site of production of surplus value. And it is precisely here that lies the endless
misunderstanding that still many orthodox marxist struggle to grasp. Similarly to the factory
as the privileged terrain of struggle, the proletariat, and therefore the industrial working class
has been deemed to be the ideal revolutionary agent. Conversely, Harvey challenges this
vision by calling into question once again the Paris Commune, which as he states, was no
enacted only by factory workers. “There is, for this reason, a dissident and influential view of
the Commune that says it was not a proletarian uprising or a class-based movement at all,
but an urban social movement that was reclaiming citizenship rights and the right to the city.
It was not, therefore, anti-capitalist” (ibid. p.128). Now, a new question arises: can urban
social movements claim their being drivers for class-based struggles? Harvey advocates that
dynamics of class exploitation are not only confined to the workplace (similarly to the
Autonomist thought), but these are present also in respect to housing markets. In line with
the previous visions, both the autonomist school of thought and Lefebvre, understood that
the struggle was shifting from the workplace to the city: likewise, Harvey alerts that the
consequences and effects of exploitation are actually felt in the living space, rather that in
the factory. Urban social movements not only mobilize around the production site, precisely
because exploitation is practiced also in other dimensions: a good example can be given by
the practices of accumulation by dispossession (rental appropriation). Accordingly, these
forms of exploitation through the housing markets, are fundamental and functional in
retaining and perpetuating class power. For this reason, urban social movements always
have class content even when they are primarily articulated in terms of rights, citizenship,
and social reproduction (Harvey, 2012, p.129). Here again, it becomes evident how the city
gains the status that sees itself as the prime site of surplus value production. On one side we
have the capitalist class extracting value from the working class, and on the other side we
have landlords and property owners charging high rents, thereby weighing on the shoulders
of the oppressed people who struggle in their everyday life.
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This sub-paragraph leads us straight to another theme that is imperative to Harvey, namely
the link between production and social reproduction (Harvey, 2012, p.139). He particularly
stresses this point in order to demonstrate how the struggle for collective citizens’ rights has
to be seen as integral to an anti-capitalist class struggle. The widening of class struggle up
to including citizens’ rights struggles (such as the Right to the City), allows to broaden the
conception of classical proletariat (wrongly interpreted as the eighteenth century mass
worker) in favor of a subjectivity that embraces and includes the massive informal sectors
characterized by temporary, insecure, and unorganized labor, which as Harvey reminds us,
have often played a discriminant role in urban rebellions. Unfortunately, historically the
politics of such disorganized groups have often wrongly been dismissed by the conventional
left as those of the “urban mod” (or, even more unfortunately in Marxist and Fanonian lore as
“lumpenproletariat”), as much to be feared and excluded from anti-capitalist politics rather
than embraced (ibid. p.140).
To conclude, Harvey’s work constraints us to become aware of how urban space is crucial in
shaping our social relations, desires, struggles and agency. If the world is to be changed,
then people have to start from the city. The point of the example of the parisian Commune of
1871 illustrates clearly how social space, when it is contested with a revolt from below, a
rebellion deeply rooted in the need and demands of the marginalized people and those
dispossessed by the assets of the city, space can begin to take on new definitions and
meanings. We see the struggle for command over strategic central city spaces as part of a
broader struggle to replace a landscape of hierarchy and of pure money power with a social
space constructed in the image of equality and justice (Harvey, 1990). The Commune of
Paris can also be understood through the lens of the ‘politics of hope’, since it illustrates how
dominant and hegemonic definitions of space are constantly under challenge and always
open to modification. “The world of true freedom begins, as Marx insisted, only when such
material constraints are left behind. Reclaiming and organizing cities for anticapitalist
struggles is a great place to begin” (Harvey, 2012, p.153).

5.2.6 Urban Democracy and Autogestion
As suggested at the beginning of this chapter, Purcell’s work elaborates and reflects on the
meaning of real and radical urban democracy as related to Lefebvre’s Right to the City. In his
work, Purcell implicitly criticizes representative liberal democracy, accusing the latter of
leading people to delegate their lives to third parties thereby moving the focus from the right
to rule oneself to passivity. In his words, “the struggle to become democratic requires also
that people struggle to become autonomous and become active, that they continually refuse
heteronomy and passivity. Becoming democratic means to continually cease being the
political spectator and continually become the political actor” (Purcell M., 2013). Purcell’s
work starts from the assumption that democracy as it is conceived now, resembles more an
oligarchy rather than a real democracy from below. He particularly stresses the fact that
decisions that have an impact on the lives of the majority cannot be taken by e few
politicians; the decision-making process, in order to be democratic, has to engage in a
collective struggle that goes beyond the individual, or the power of the few. In other words,
the Right to the City has to be accomplished through an effort to rules oneselves as a
community.
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A core concept the illustrates well the self-management of the community is the one of
Autogestion. Purcell takes this concept from Lefebvre in order to represent the struggle
whereby people actively carry out the project of managing their own affairs for themselves.
He believes that as the power of the oligarchy progressively fades away, society undergoes
a so-called deepening of democracy. Precisely because people realize their own power, and
they become aware that there is an alternative to living in passivity; then the state apparatus
coupled with capitalist social relations of production and exploitation appear increasingly less
necessary. As a result, people realize their own capacity for self-managing. For this reason,
Lefebvre, in accordance with Marx and Saint-Simon affirms that “the accomplishment of the
democracy is the end of the state” (Lefebvre, 2009, p.81). In reality, this statement
summarizes in a few words a really complex thought. Drawing from Lefebvre, Purcell
reiterates that same idea which departs from the assumption that the project of autogestion
does not have to be seen as an end-goal, but rather as a perpetual struggle aimed at
renewing democracy from below. Lefebvre insists and argues that autogestion, in order to
survive, must be continually enacted. The same is true for democracy, which is never a
‘condition’ but a ‘struggle’ (Lefebvre, 2009, p.135). For Lefebvre the struggle for autogestion
is the struggle for democracy (Purcell M., 2013).
What does this really mean? Purcell by drawing on Lefebvre, aims at contributing further on
the real meaning of democracy. Indeed, the point of the departure of this argument lies on
the idea that democracy is nothing other than the struggle for democracy itself. This entails
that when democracy crystalizes and becomes blocked, a struggle has to be enacted in
order to allow social forces from below to continuously renew democracy itself. “Democracy
is the struggle for democracy, which is to say the very movement of social forces: it is a
permanent struggle and it is even a struggle against the state that emerges from democracy.
There is not democracy without a struggle against the democratic state as a block”
(Lefebvre, 2009, p.61).

5.3 From Prefigurative Politics to the Right to the City
This chapter aims at bringing together the two perspectives dealt before. After having
addressed firstly Prefigurative Politics and secondly the Right to the City, both in the effort to
provide a solid theoretical background for analyzing the Social Centre phenomena and the
Commons in Naples, and more specifically the Ex-OPG Je’ so Pazzo, hereafter I will try to
merge the two frameworks at the scope of showing the convergencies and similarities, and
most importantly the reason why they can been deemed to some extent interrelated. Indeed,
Prefiguration, which was matured out of Autonomia, arises in a context that is characterized
by the shift from fordism to post-fordism, which in parallel individualized in the city, rather
than in the factory, the privileged terrain of struggle. The city becomes the place of conflict exactly as it was the ‘big factory’ in the previous decades - and suggests to the subaltern
classes forms of reappropriation of the Commons, definition of alternative lifestyles, the
consciousness of its own social condition, elaboration of social relations external to the
economist logic. The social centre is today a political actor of the city, which today
mechanisms of governance ‘impose’ as interlocutors for municipal administrations and local
politics” (Alteri L., 2014). As I will address in the discussion of this thesis, this is the case for
the Ex-OPG Je’ so Pazzo social centre. Accordingly, given these major transformations in
the social and political scenario of the eighties, it is in this context on which most of the
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goods and benefits of the industrial city became unaccessible for the subaltern classes that
the concept of Right to the City arises. Therefore, the point of convergence between
Prefigurative Politics and the Right to the City can be identified in the Commons (or
self-managed social centres) as a way of “claiming the city” through widespread squatting of
public spaces and the occupation of empty buildings intended for an utilization of the urban
space that prefigures a new world set against to the external capitalist one.
In the following chapters I will firstly delve into the Italian context highlighting the major
processes and transformations that led to metropolitan struggles and consequently to the
birth of the CSO movement. The field of analysis will be restricted to the italian history since
the mid-seventies until the first years of the nineties with a focus on the development of CSO
movement as a branch of the Autonomia. An historical account will be provided coupled with
some insights and interpretations of some italian scholars who did research and deepened
these topics. Ultimately, the focus will be narrowed down on the Neapolitan context and its
peculiarities in the endeavor to show its sociological relevance for academic research.

5.3.1 Italy: from the factory to metropolitan struggles
The decade at the turn of the seventies and the eighties has been studied by many scholars
and the societal and economic transformations it brought about have been overwhelmingly
acknowledged today. As I mentioned in the previous chapters, in those years society and its
institutions have undergone a unimaginable change: from the seventies connoted by a mass
fordist economy, the eighties marked a sort of restauration defined by the inauguration of
Thatcherian neoliberal policies hand in hand with the erosion of welfare state. Along with the
transformations of society, also political organizations and antagonist social movements had
to renew their political strategies and praxis. Mudu’s research on the development of social
centres as a way of resisting and hence challenging neoliberalism is enlightening, he
denounces that “the reorganization of fordist production and the transition to flexible
accumulation models based on widespread use of temporary work contracts and the gray
economy brought about drastic change in the possibility of carrying out political activity in
conventional spaces (e.g. workplaces, schools and universities) and in the traditional
premises of political spaces. The result was a dramatic decrease in political spaces. The
strategy adopted by extreme left-wing groups to counter the new order emerging in italian
cities was to set up self-managed social centres” (Mudu, 2004). As a consequence, the
dismantling of the industrial productive fabric, although not full, had irreversible implications
not only in the forms of politicization typical of traditional parties or trade unions, but also in
the sources of identity. As a matter of fact the beginning of the eighties signals not only the
transition from industrial capitalism to cognitive capitalism, but more than that also the shift
from production to consumption. In this new process, consumption rather than production
became the major basis for self-recognition, and labor lost its power to create value and
identity as the culture of neoliberalism re-visions persons not as producers but as consumers
in a planetary marketplace (Yonucu, 2008). The denial of traditional spaces for political
activity, the disappearing of the factory as the major terrain of struggle and thus the
mitigating of the class struggle led the CSO movement to react through the occupation of
disused buildings and their self-management. The social composition of the actors
protagonist of the CSO movement perfectly mirrors the rise of post-fordism. In fact, this is
characterized by the transformation of the productive system and the rise of the precarious
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class, which merged impoverished university graduates, casual workers and unemployed
people (Martinez M., 2019). It is worth reporting also Ruggiero’s account of the CSO
movement specifically for the strong accuracy of the arguments. He asserts that the centri
sociali began to establish themselves when the mode of production, in Italy and elsewhere,
experienced profound changes: namely, when the large factories started to decline and
when traditional sources of identity such as political parties and trade unions were no longer
suitable to represent the emerging subjectivities (Ruggiero, 2000). The centri sociali, in this
sense, seem to constitute a response to the restructuring processes which destroyed the
traditional productive loci where social solidarity was built and collective political projects
were elaborated. When production is dispersed, and work relations are atomised, the search
for solidarity, discussion, and political socialization is carried out outside the workplace
(ibid.). Given this socio-political background, it becomes clear why for autonomists coming
from the Autonomia of the end of the sixties, the CSO movement represented a perfect exit
strategy, although dictated by the structural transformation that society was undergoing. The
illegal occupation of the disused buildings left by the deindustrialization was the response to
the dispersion of the work relations, as well as to the incapability to secure a continuative
political socialization. Not only the occupation was central for the CSO movement, but also
and even more importantly its self-management which represents one of the core values and
principles for the internal organization. It is based on a radical criticism of representative
democracy (see chapter 5.2.6.), the rejection of any kind of bureaucratic hierarchy, and the
adoption of horizontal and participative forms of decision-making processes (Montagna,
2006, p.296).
Through these practices the occupied buildings become social and
de-commodified spaces where activists self-organize political initiatives, cultural events and
community services (ibid.). Independent from institutional politics, traditional parties (PCI, DC
etc.) and formal trade unions (here I refer to confederal trade unions like CGIL), social
centres developed in autonomy without following the dialectical process of capitalist relations
of production thus aiming at producing an immediate political answer without any mediation.
Autonomists did nothing but fostering the autonomy of workers’ power, knowledge,
cooperation, needs, resistance and struggles in order to take back the time, money and
spaces from the hands of the capitalists class (Martinez, 2019). In the next chapter I will
exactly address the relationship between Autonomia and Centri Sociali providing some
theoretical accounts of some of the most relevant intuitions that autonomists had in the
decade at the turn of the seventies and the eighties and how these might be useful for the
scope of this thesis.

5.3.2 Autonomia and Centri Sociali: an historical account
The CSO movement which began in mid-eighties had its roots in the Autonomia of the
seventies. It arose as a response to neoliberal projects which atomised and dissolved
previous work relations and the traditional terrain of struggle of the factory. The struggle
shifted on the city and hence one of the major objectives of autonomists was the urban
space in order to re-compose the struggle and provide a politicized place on which the new
precarious subjectivities could re-organise the struggle. The primary result of the struggle is
space (Mudu, 2004). Autonomist social centres were meant to take back the space and time
from capitalist class as well as to recreate a sense of stability that had by now stolen as a
result of the policies which led to the precariousness of the job market.
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But how can the concept of autonomy be defined? According to Berardi, the concept of
autonomy has three main meanings: 1) immediacy, 2) deregulation, 3) stratification. First,
autonomy means independence from the general interest of the capitalist class and the
search for an immediate political answer/output not mediated by any party. Secondly and
thirdly, autonomy is carried out by violating labor laws and rejecting rules, but by supporting
deregulation and the possibility of building a layer of an autonomous network of people
denying the dialectical vision of an alternative revolutionary force that abolishes the previous
mode of production (Berardi, 2007; Mudu, 2012). In addition, Katsiaficas assigns to the
italian Autonomia two dimensions: class struggle that attempts to develop autonomy from
the circulation of capital and class struggle autonomous from leadership by the traditional
organizations of the Left (Mudu, 2012). As highlighted also previously, the concept of
independence is core both for the Autonomia and for the CSO movement. Independence
from the dialectical orthodox marxist vision of the development of capitalist relations entails
that the political strategy of the CSOs is based on self-determination, meaning that
autonomous movements reject the seizure of power just as surely as they reject the elusive
politics of mass struggle; instead they work towards a revolution of the everyday (Starr A., &
Adams J., 2003), just as the Zapatista movement did. Here emerges the tight relation that
binds together Prefigurative Politics and the Right to the City with the Social Centres
movement. The prefiguration of the CSO movement does not contemplate any teleological
or consequentialist vision of social change, rather, as Berardi stresses, it aims to deliver an
immediate output without any mediation. This output is attained by claiming back the urban
space that has been denied to the proletariat due to economic barriers and use it to prefigure
in the present moment a society different to the existent capitalist one. Implicit to the
revolution of the everyday life that goes along with the social centres movements is a critique
to hierarchy, burocracy and organization of the state e mass parties. Self-management
within social centres is based on the refusal of hierarchies and institutionalization. This leads
social centres to adopt strong horizontal, decentralized and flexible structural forms of
decision-making which usually take the shape of assemblies. Nonetheless, at the core of
self-management lies a dilemma: choosing an organizational form and adopting a
decision-making process. The background to this dilemma lies in the fact that capitalism is
constantly promoting institutionalization, using it as a way to control external position forces.
Institutionalization means that a movements is channeled into a stable pattern based on
formalized rules and laws [...] (Mudu, 2012). All social centres have had to face this issue.
Social centres always run the risk of becoming institutions in the sense of an organized
knowledge and power structure (Mudu, 2012).
Within the social centres branch of the Autonomia, another less mentioned innovative and
challenging feminist movement originated that it is worth addressing here. In tight connection
with Autonomia, this movement was able to politicise many issues conventionally considered
personal and private, such as housework, sexuality and violence against women. These
topics were not yet at the centre of institutional feminism, which at time was more focused on
gender equality in terms of voting rights, access to education and managerial positions
(Martinez, 2019). The new feminist epistemological allowed to shed the light to the
importance of the concept of reproduction in capitalist society, thus putting the accent on
housework interpreted as not salaried labor functional in sustaining the reproduction of the
labour force embodied by the idealtypical male industrial proletarian. Compared to traditional
feminism, housework was individuated as the pillar of the social-metropolitan factory. This
theoretical variation entailed a widening of the privileged revolutionary actor, which was no
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longer to be seen only in the industrial proletarian. The latter was no longer representative of
the social composition of post-fordist society. The famous feminist scholar Silvia Federici
comments “we learned to seek protagonist of class struggle not only among the male
industrial proletarian but, most importantly, among the enslaved, the colonized, the world of
wageless workers marginalized by the annals of the communist tradition to whom we can
now add the figure of the proletarian housewife, reconceptualised as the subject of the
(re)production of the workforce” (Federici, 2020).

5.3.3 Naples and Centri Sociali
The early 1990s were, arguably the heyday of the social centres, a period which coincided
with a slump in the fortunes of the political parties of the left (like the PDS, former PCI)
(Dines, 1999). They became a ‘melting pot’ for counter hegemonic urban currents and the
base for cultural and recreational activities that were either inexistent or inaccessible in the
rest of the city (Dines, 2000). This is the case of Naples at the outset of the nineties on which
the city was still marked by the diffused plague of heroin, unemployment was pervasive and
the war between Camorra’s families and gangs (neapolitan mafia) was devastating the city
centre. There were two opening acts in Italy that sparked the protests which eventually
culminated in the occupations also in Naples of various social centres, one among others
was destined to become a cornerstone in the history of the city, Officina 99, located in the
industrial, alienating and peripheral area of Gianturco (behind Garibaldi train station). These
two ‘openings’ were on one side the eviction and partial destruction of the Leoncavallo social
centre by the Socialist Party (PSI) led Milan council in 1989, and on the other side the
Pantera student movement of 1990 which fought against proposed privatization of the
University system (Dines, 1999). Indeed, Officina 99 was occupied in Naples in 1991
following to the 1st of May march. Since then, the Neapolitan social centre was able to
requalify the entire neighborhood with cultural and political activities, thus denouncing the
abandonment of peripheries by local institutions and the state. Officina 99 was literally an
antagonist and counter-hegemonic project brought forward by former Neapolitan
autonomists thanks to whom the city was able to retain its subversive political soul.
Dines (2000) in his research on social centres in Naples seems to grasp the essence of the
southern city for studying such urban phenomena. He asserts that the case of Naples
perhaps lends itself to this loosely ‘urbanist’ interpretation of the social centres. The city’s
‘particularities’ - such as the working class (popolare) social composition of large swathes of
the city centre, the extensive informal and illegal economies, the normalization of urban
transgression through folkloristic readings of spatial practices - have traditionally weighed
heavily on local forms of cultural and political activity (Dines, 2000). This is even truer if we
consider that in the case of Naples, since the nineties, policies led to the commodification of
the city centre in terms of cultural heritage. In fact, the municipal mayor of Naples of those
years Bassolino adopted a strategy aimed at requalifying the city by attracting tourism and
inward investments for promoting economic growth. This raised concerns regarding the
privatization of large parts of the city thus excluding many citizens from the assets of the
public. The increasing corporatisation, purification, and privatization of city centres and their
consumption spaces raise concerns for issues of inclusion, diversity and equality (Chatterton
P., 2002). In this context, social centres represented the antagonist alternative to this
process. It is for this reason that even nowadays it is necessary for academic purposes to
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enquire future implications and consequences of these processes on the urban fabric and on
the “Right to the City”. Fortunately, social centres express an active hope in this daunting
scenario where squatting becomes the last resort for cities to remain accessible and
inclusive for everyone. Squatting may be one of the few remaining resources that allow cities
to retain their soul, history and connection with people rather than profit. It illuminates a
collective and creative use of urban space that sketches out possibilities for radical change
(Chatterton P., 2002). Because of this, Naples is academically relevant and the newly
occupied Ex-OPG Je’ so Pazzo was elected as case study. Located in the popular
neighborhood of Materdei, it is challenging the way the city council envisions the city and
and it is de facto providing a concrete alternative to the increasing commodification,
privatization and, I would add, touristification of the city. In the Results chapter, the role of the
Ex-OPG Je’ so Pazzo will be further examined.
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6. Results
6.1. Redefinition of the Urban Space: the Experience of the
EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo
During a road trip with my friends in summer 2020, when I entered the EX-OPG Je so’
Pazzo for the first time, I got stunned by the incredible and unexpected welcome the
militants of the social centre reserved to me. The guy who opened the doors to me was
called Salvatore, he remained particularly glad to see a “comrade” visiting from the North
and interested in knowing what they were doing and in their activities. I could not really
believe that a person could be that available, opened and kind; he even proposed himself to
find an accommodation for me and my friends as a form of solidarity between “comrades”. A
few minutes afterward I realized that maybe his natural and spontaneous kindness was due
to the typical neapolitan attitude to life which lead people to give everything for free, outside
of every economical logic of some sort. If to this we add the sense of solidarity he felt by
belonging to the same political area, then this might render the idea of why Salvatore had
such a good impression on me, one that made me fall in love with the neapolitan lifestyle
and mentality since the first time. After that brief but nonetheless intense encounter, we
decided to exchange our numbers in order to stay in touch. It was precisely when I left the
social centre that I immediately understood that I had to write my thesis about it. The people
plus the place, a former penitentiary for mentally-ill people occupied in 2015, elicited in me
the interest to investigate the relations between that social centre with the rest of the city,
namely the citizens and above all the municipal administration. I was particularly intrigued by
how they were able to obtain that magnificent place by struggling and thus facing numerous
evictions. The day after I left Naples with the awareness and the belief that I had to come
back to carry out the fieldwork for my thesis research. In the aftermath of road trip, many
months passed in which I completed my courses at WUR.
After having complied my duties with university, I attempted to organize my fieldwork
beforehand, so that not to move to Naples without having anything planned. I therefore sent
a message to Salvatore, saying that I was intended to move to Naples in order to meet them
for my thesis. It was in that moment that I discovered that Salvatore was not only one of the
first militants who occupied the EX-OPG, but he was also a professor of philosophy at the
Federico II University of Naples. I would have never imagined he could be a professor from
his youthful look and aspect. He represented a great reference point for me, not only for his
wisdom and his insightful comments on current events, but also because he granted me
access to the community revolving around the EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo. The fact that he was a
university professor was not secondary, precisely because this entailed a comprehension
from him, as well as of other militants who many were Phds, of my academic duties. This
facilitated in many ways my attempts to become acquainted with the other militants since
they were all very “sociologically prepared” and for instance they all knew what ethnography
and fieldwork were. In addition, my approach as researcher was helped by another italian
Phd of a dutch university (the militants thought I knew him) who some years ago went to
study the EX-OPG and the Commons in Naples. This undoubtedly paved me the way for
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asking them for interviews and to participate in the activities of mutualism promoted by the
social centre, spanning from the food aid distribution to less well-off families to more manual
works of maintenance on the former penitentiary.
What makes the EX-OPG so special? Why is this social space worth being studied? In what
does it differ from other social centres? I will first start by outlining briefly the historical path
which led this social centre to become what it is nowadays. Located in the popular
neighborhood of Materdei, in the heart of Naples, the massive venue covers a total of 9000
m2 . Previously, the OPG had been a Franciscan convent, the transformation from a religious
complex to a “judicial asylum” took place during the 1900s, between 1925 and 1975, and
also involved the architecture of the place: the hospital had been transformed into a panoptic
penitentiary6. However, the main structure follows the original plan of the monastery that
counts three cloisters. Before being occupied, the OPG was originally a psychiatric hospital
called “Sant’ Eframo”. Inside the cells there were 300 inmates,120 officers and about 80
people working as medical staff and administration, whereas the doctors were only three7: in
theory it was a penitentiary hospital for mentally-ill patients, unfortunately in practice it was a
just prison. Subsequently the building was declared uninhabitable in the year 2000, it was
finally closed only in 2008.
On the 2nd of March 2015, an heterogeneous group of students, workers, neighborhood
residents and militants of the CAU (Autonomous University Collective) of Naples decided to
occupy the space in order to save it from abandonment, thus returning it to the neighborhood
and the city. Since the first moment, the squat announced itself as an appeal, as a social and
political need. The intent of the occupation was to shed light over the abandonment of public
spaces that could be used otherwise; in this case the aim of the occupants was to transform
one’s living space, making it useful for everyone’s needs and thus claim it as “Right to the
City”(Lefebvre, 1996). The city as a product, as a commodity is thus overturned in favor of a
city understood as an authentic oeuvre (ibid.) at the service of those who live it. The
EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo itself was therefore an attempt to establish the “Right to the City” in
the sense of claiming some kind of shaping power over the processes of urbanization in a
radical way. Not only, it also represented a struggle for participating and enjoying collective
goods against the proprietary and privatistic logic of capitalism (Lefebvre, 2018).
Immediately afterwards, the occupants were reported by penitentiary police, still owner of the
structure, who tried to evict the occupants without success. At first, CAU’s intent as concerns
the occupation was to create a student housing to denounce the lack of spaces for students
in the Neapolitan territory and at the same time the inadequacy of the measures provided by
University institutions to face the problem. Nonetheless, the size of the venue of the OPG
and its strategic location imposed a reflection to the occupants which forced them to ask
themselves if it was really worth realizing only a student housing. Considering the time the
building was occupied, in 2015, a period in which people were still suffering the austerity
measures of the post-2008 crisis, the occupants soon understood that they had to lay the
foundations for something bigger, something that could help the marginalized and the less
well-do classes to unite and organize for claiming their rights. After many assemblies, the
collective decided not to create only a student housing but to raise the expectations and to
construct a real social centre based on Mutualism. In this sense, the choice of the name also
6
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returns a change of paradigm. At first, the militants thought about naming the social centre
“Studentato Occupato Fanon” (“Occupied Student Housing Fanon”) because
“it was a judicial psychiatric hospital and Fanon was a psychiatrist, but this would have not
said anything to anyone, or rather, it would have spoken to our bubble in an excellent way,
whereas Pino Daniele (the most famous neapolitan songwriter) had just died and we had to
speak to the heart of our city”8.
For this reason, the choice fell on “Je’ so Pazzo” (neapolitan for “I am crazy”), which is one
of the most popular and famous songs written by Pino Daniele who had died on January 4 of
2015. Hence, the name chosen for the newly occupied social centre had a very strong
symbolic value due to its attachment with the identity of the city. This shift of paradigm
embodies the shift of paradigm that the militants decided to undertake, they were no longer
talking to the already politicized people, rather the were aiming at engaging broader
segments of the population in order to build a more solid popular front of resistance. The
place itself became a powerful symbol, a penitentiary where oppression, authoritarianism
and imprisonment reigned, as showed not only by the documents, but also by the
testimonies written on the walls of the place, was turned by the community of militants into
the desire to create a space for sharing, socializing and freedom to help, encourage and
unite people9. In addition, the name has an implicit critique to the existing society we live in
and its iniquitous inequalities it perpetuates, indeed
“Je’ so Pazzo is the name we have chosen because in a world where normality is made of
unemployment, precariousness, racial and gender discrimination and so forth, we want to
build an alternative way opposed to the grey and desperate world we see every day, and we
want to do it from below. Call us crazy, but since normality is so tragic we certainly believe
that all together we can revolutionize this city, this country, this world!”10.
As I will describe in the next chapters, the huge impact this social centre had on the city of
Naples is comparable only to its aesthetic impact. In fact, while walking on Via Matteo
Renato Imbriani, one can get easily caught by the external part of the building. The latter is
bounded by high fences which makes it seem a real prison, moreover the former penitentiary
is surrounded by numerous surveillance towers which reminds Foucault’s Panopticon
description. The symbolic and aesthetic power of the structure itself is also emphasized by
the graffiti painted on the walls. Indeed, while climbing the stairs that leads to the front door,
one will bump into the main face overlooking the street below on which stands an imposing
mural depicting a prisoner man in a straitjacket trying to tear off his chains.
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Ex-OPG Je’ so Pazzo. (2018) Manuale del Mutualismo. Camera Popolare del Lavoro.
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6.1.1. Naples, the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo and the Commons
The story of the OPG and its relation with the city of Naples becomes even more interesting
if we look at how the occupants have been able to obtain the place after having faced the
risk of numerous evictions by penitentiary police. I personally consider that this story
deserves particular attention, and this is also the reason why I chose this space as case
study for my research, precisely because as I will demonstrate, this story and the way the
city of Naples envisaged this occupation represents more than an exception among most of
the Italian cities and I would add also among all major European cities. Indeed, the
contractualization between the occupants of the OPG and the administration of Naples,
which eventually will conclude with the entrusting of the property by the municipality to the
community marks an important change in the way the urban space and its functions are
envisioned.
As it can be easily understood, the occupation began outside the circuits of legality,
accordingly the occupants since the outset had to resist to the numerous evictions instructed
by the authorities. The illegal occupations lasted approximately five or six months, after
which a negotiation between the stakeholders began. As one of my interviewees pointed out,
this was possible only due to the relation of power the occupants were able to establish with
the city.
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“The contractualization was nothing but easy because you occupied a military place, with
sensitive stuff etc… So a negotiation begins and it is on more levels: to make the place
explode of activities and things to do, to make it erupt of people who enter, trust me, at the
outset were ten of thousands of people, the people became very curious, because they said
fuck, imagine seeing a former psychiatric hospital, the people of the neighborhood were
bringing us coffee, oven pasta, cakes, I was going to bake cakes to a lady who told us
“come, come!”... I think that this thing was 80% of the fact that they have not been able to
evict us, precisely because a lot of attention has been created, and on top of that the
negotiation began with the city council, because in that period they were talking about the
Delibera dei Beni Comuni (Resolution for the Commons), and so we together with other
occupied spaces, above all the Asilo which was already born, we said “we want to build this
Resolution for the Commons and we want to be recognized as a Common”, therefore at that
point the negotiation begins, and on August 15, the municipality becomes the judicial
custodian of the building... ”12.
As explained by M., the initial occupation for obvious reasons had to be done outside the
circuits of legality which had entailed that the occupants had to resist with their own forces
for months and months. What happened next? The structure of the OPG was state property
and entrusted under the custody of the penitentiary police. Owing to this fact, the prosecutor
who followed the story not only decided to evict the people who were squatting, but at the
same time he proceeded against the penitentiary police for fiscal damage. However, the
occupants succeeded in activating a roundtable between the Superintendence of Cultural
Heritage, which actually did not know anything about it, the State Property Office, which did
not want to invest in it, and the City of Naples (at the time of the occupation in 2015, the
Luigi De Magistris-led administration did not hide its proximity to radical and antagonist
forces of the Left), which thanks to the relationships it established with the social movements
of the city, and therefore also with the occupants of the OPG, declared itself willing to
acquire the property. According to the italian law, it is envisaged that disused OPGs can
become property of those municipalities that propose to acquire the property from the State
Property Office. In order to force this passage of ownership, the strategy undertaken by the
squatters was to open up the place to everyone and to invite the press. So it becomes clear
that on one side, the transition of ownership was facilitated by a radical Left administration
which was capable of having a real progressive and forward-looking political vision of the
city, whereas on the other side this has been undoubtedly imposed by the evidence of the
occupation of the OPG which served as a virtuous example of autogestion from below as
well as an innovative practical experiment of “Right to the City” (Harvey 2017, Lefebvre
2018). As Ivan stresses:
“in my opinion, on the basis of the work that we began in the neighborhood, it became a
claim of all the movements in Naples, that of recognizing the occupied spaces useful for the
territories, a form of alternative valorization of public goods, of abandoned properties and
therefore to make re-enter several of these occupations into a formal and legal normative
situation”13. Ivan continues by highlighting that “the transition of the OPG from State Property
to the Municipality was actually a pending discussion long before our occupation, already
when the OPG was abandoned and the patients were transferred to Secondigliano in 2008,
that space theoretically had to be assigned to the Municipality. Only that it did not suit
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anyone because noone wanted to bear the costs of restructuring and securing the structure.
This that instead was released when we entered the place because we posed the problem
politically, meaning that the only thing we did was to put the space available for the citizens,
we said “this is a place of the city, come and use it, let’s use this space to build answers to
out needs. [...] We said, this space that is owned by the State Property in the hand of the
Ministry of the Interior does not make any sense, because it is a space that must return to
the city, when in reality it has always been deprived to the city, so our battle from this point of
view is the one to make it finally be a place owned by the municipality and therefore by the
city and its citizens”14.
Hence, the squatters framed the occupation in terms of re-appropriation of a denied space,
and precisely as an act of Commoning. Indeed, by using Holloway’s words, the EX-OPG Je’
so Pazzo could be here framed as an “embryonic form of new society”, one that expresses
power that comes from below rather than from the state, and that it is based on cooperation
and collective decision-making rather than coercion (Holloway, 2012). Moreover, in those
years, the theme of the Commons was gaining increasing relevance in Italy and it was at the
center of some important collective mobilitazitions (Gargiulo E., Cirulli A., 2016).
So what happened after the transition of the structure of the OPG from State Property to the
Municipality? On the aftermath of the acquisition by the Municipality of the enormous
squatted building, on the 1st of June 2015, therefore five months after the occupation, the
City Council approved the so-called “Delibera sui Beni Comune” (Resolution for the
Commons). In practice with this resolution, the administration of Naples de facto legalizes
the illegal occupations of buildings owned by the municipality, specifically those that became
social centres. As the institutional websites states “the goal of the campaign is to involve
more and more citizens to expand participation in the collective management of public
spaces and to raise awareness and promote a new form of public law, which protects and
values collective and social belonging”15. In fact, Naples is the first city to have established
the Department of the Commons (Gargiulo E., Cirulli A., 2016) in order to guarantee the
collective use of the Commons of Naples. The OPG, therefore fell inside those occupied
buildings that the Municipality nevertheless believes not to vacate and to leave to those who
have entered in order to start activities because considered, as written in the Resolution
“capable of generating social capital, manifested as aggregation factors, capable of
promoting active citizenship behaviors. Generators of self-government and self-regulation
systems inspired by freedom of access and participation, and in any case by the system of
values sanctioned and protected by the Constitution of the Italian Republic”16. Finally, the
principal meaning of this “Resolution on the Commons” can be wrapped up in the objective
to entrust grassroots and local associations the management of the properties of the
Municipality according to principles of autogestion, horizontal decision-making processes
and management from below. It is interesting here the see how eventually, given the positive
outcomes of the experience of the EX-OPG, even the Municipality has been constrained to
eventually admit and subsequently formally recognize the social centre as a real Common.
However, behind this measure there is also a deeper and implicit perspective, that is to say,
a real alternative political vision on the city. Indeed, from this point of view the experience of
14
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the city of Naples represents quite an interesting phenomenon if we think at how the public
administration elaborated this policies aimed at recognizing and institutionalizing the
Commons thus valorising the public property in a complete different way compared to the
dominant one which sees public goods only in terms of privatization and speculations for
making profits. As it appears from this case study, public property is not intended only in
terms of direct economic valorisation, namely in terms of exchange value, conversely it is
framed from a use value perspective. Moreover, the forward-looking vision of the
municipality consists also in valorising an indirect economic valorisation
“according to which if you, in a poor neighborhood where people have few economic
resources, give these families for instance the after-school, you literally cut costs of services
from the families that otherwise would have had to pay”17.
To conclude, there is something more on the “Resolution on the Commons” than the mere
fact of entrusting a place; in this measure emerges the will to valorise and promote
experiences of autogestion like the one carried out by the OPG which are capable of
providing free activities to the community and the people of the neighborhood, activities that
span from language classes to sport courses.

6.2. Prefigurative Politics and the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo:
Mutualism
As the analysis of its activities and its features will show, the OPG is a virtuous example of
an urban proactive actor that, through established networks of solidarity and mutual support,
operates and mobilizes prefiguratively at the local level. Thanks to the far-sighted political
vision of the militants who initially occupied the infrastructure, they have been able to
interpret the changes in the political environment of the city as a chance to broaden their
political activity combining a conflictual dimension with consensual processes. As a result of
the relations established with the leftist Municipality of the time, they were able to obtain the
squatted social centre for their political purposes. Regarding the experience concerning the
birth of the EX-opg Je’ so Pazzo social centre, there seem to be some similarities with the
three aspects of prefigurative politics individualized by Jeffrey and Dyson, which can be
summarized in three aspects: 1. a type of restless improvisation is a characteristic trait; 2.
the second argument has been that prefigurative politics is most sustainable where it leads
to wider social cooperation and the institutionalization of improvisational practice, often but
not inevitably in the form of named organizations/movements, and frequently in ways that
provide some protection against outside forces; 3. prefigurative politics often as an impact
(Jeffrey C., Dyson J., 2020).
I contend that, as for the case of the EX-OPG, these three characteristics seem to comply
with the organizational structure of the social centre in question. Indeed, by looking at the
activities carried out within the social centre, it is possible to recognize some parallels with
the just mentioned aspects of prefigurative politics. The activities of the EX-OPG Je’ so
Pazzo are heterogenous and varied. “In addition to the artistic and sporting ones, there are
others which can be considered more interesting:
17
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among these, there are activities related to health and well-being and, in particular,
the popular clinic and the help desk dedicated to care and health for men, women
and children. The aim is to oppose the indiscriminate cuts to public health produced
by austerity policies, while ensuring this right as a “Common”. Thanks to the
contribution of volunteer professionals, it is possible to have assistance or an
effective orientation to access to the local public services. In addition, over the last
few years, the EX OPG has also hosted a small popular pharmacy, organized in
accordance to the principles of mutualism and sharing;
the People’s Chamber of Labor is instead a legal help desk that helps workers to
know and claim their rights, especially when fighting precarious work and
exploitation;
finally, there is the help desk for migrants which, together with other grassroots and
self-organized Neapolitan realities, assists and participates to the struggle of the
many immigrants living in Naples and its proximities, which are too often invisible or
unwelcome to the eyes of the institutions, or victims of racism and other
discriminations.”18

As it works in this case, the political objectives of these movements - such as democracy,
‘horizontalism’ or equality - are realized prefiguratively, in the forms of their actions and
organizational structures (Ruivenkamp G., Hilton A., 2017, p.31). Moreover, the affirmation
of ideas combined with action (or praxis) of prefigurative politics, permits autonomous
groups to make ‘the future begin through an embedding of micropolitical tactics’ (Pickerill &
Chatterton, 2006, p.737) and therefore ‘to change the world without taking power’ (Holloway,
2002).
In the next chapters I will describe the ways through which the OPG is realizing
prefiguratively a transformation in the neighborhood, and more broadly in the city of Naples.
The latter is actualized through activities based on Mutualism and Solidarity which are the
result of elaborated political debates on how to engage citizenship in the transformation.
Together with the activities previously listed, the OPG brings forward also other urban
struggles aimed at fighting inequalities, discriminations and marginalization in their wider
meaning. Urban struggles in increasingly globalized cities are still concerned about
deficiencies and the erosion of local welfare (collective consumption), but some conflicts are
also about the living conditions in the city in terms of poverty, marginality, and
precariousness that affect the domains of work, housing, and the racialization of public
spaces; for example, campaigns against racial-migrant police raids and solidarity with the
homeless (Martinez M., 2019, p.24). I will first start by outlining in the first chapter how
Mutualism is conceived and practiced; subsequently I will continue by focusing on the
singular activities and describing more precisely how these are accomplished in practice.

6.2.1. Mutualism, Solidarity, Struggle and Organization

18

https://commonsnapoli.org/en/the-spaces/ex-opg-je-so-pazzo/

48

The choice to practice Mutualism inside the OPG was the result of long debates between the
militants and the occupants. The idea was to open up to external actors and to get out of the
self-referential bubble within which historically the autonomous social centres of the nineties
got stuck. Without an already written solution in advance, the militants inverted the
paradigm and instead of going to the people with the intent to explain them how capitalism
works in a top-down approach, they began to listen to the needs and desires of the people of
the neighborhood. They put themselves at the service of the people, trying to be useful and
humble, aware that in order to re-compose a social front they had in first place to start
learning from scratch. In this way, dozens of social activities and for-free courses were born,
thanks to doctors, lawyers, educators, students and so on, an immense quantity of
competences and skills that have been put at the disposal of the city in order to respond to
the urgent and unheard needs of the people, sharpening the weapon of solidarity.
Nevertheless, after years of militancy, they realized that staying close in their own bubble
was no longer an option.
“We wanted to start social activities, the idea was to put the place at the service of the city, a
place that was opened to the city and that would overcome the concept of social centre of
the nineties. We conceived it more as a Casa del Popolo (House of the People), a non-profit
place where a variety of political and social-cultural activities could have been organized for
free. This was the result of a long debate in which we reflected on the difference between
Mutualism and Welfarism/Charitism. [...] I mean it is obvious that labor, especially the artistic
and cultural one has to be paid, however, we immediately maintained the will that any
activity that was done in there was unpaid and that there was some sort of exchange.
Because, I want to be clear with you, this was the thing that saved us”19.
Regarding the decision to keep all activities for free and as a consequence to not pay the
labor of the volunteers who held their courses in the OPG, as already specified, was the
result of a long debate. One of my interviewees rendered well the idea why they took this
decision:
“a guy came and said to me ‘look, I do a language course, can I get 10 euro?’, I would have
said yes at the beginning, but the problem is that: firstly you would have created a
competition regime there inside. Secondly, which users come then? Because if you take 40
euros for a course, the lady from the neighborhood does not come to you, instead now she
comes. Thirdly, you would have given priority to some activities at the expenses of others, it
is obvious that the migrant help desk does not take a single euro whereas the theater could
make a lot more money because it has a ticket and has an entrance. Lastly, you would have
created a ‘condominium’, that is essentially a place where each area can become a thing in
its own right, and this was precisely what we did not want to do”20.
In relation to the aforementioned distinction between Mutualism and Welfarism/Charitism. It
is important here highlight the characteristics that differentiate them. The main differentiation
lies in the fact that Mutualism, unlike Charitism, does not only provide assistance through the
tool of solidarity, but rather it is capable of organizing a struggle by politicizing the subjects.
The militants of the OPG define the characteristics of Mutualism as follows:
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it makes it immediately visible that all together we are a force, if we are able to
organize ourselves we make our lives better;
it legitimizes our political work: having a good after-school or legal help desk that
works well means proving to be reliable, competent, useful, becoming a point of
reference in your own territory;
it makes possible the immediate organization of claims and of more general
struggles;
it makes us meet and talk about our needs and local problems, mutualism practices
make us aware that our situation is not only ours, but it is common to many, they
teach us the mechanism of government and management of everything that is public,
it valorises and puts in common every expertise and collective knowledge, it is the
first step towards a bottom-up control of public spending and interventions;
it allows us to respond to xenophobia and the war between the poor because it
directly unites people of different nationalities and origins around common social
needs, building the recognition of a common condition.

As emerges from these specific characteristics of Mutualism, the latter can be surely defined
as a form of Prefiguration. In fact, Prefiguration, exactly as Mutualism, is a different kind of
theory, a ‘direct theory’ that theorizes through action, through doing (Maeckelbergh M.,
2011). Not only, these Prefigurative strategy as well as Mutualism involve two similar
practices, namely: confrontation with existing political structures and developing alternatives
(ibid.).
The asset of the practices of Mutualism as political tools for changing people’s lives lies in
the fact that allow not only to provide the subjects in need with solutions for solving their
problems immediately, but most importantly they provide the subjects with agency. The
people who struggles through Mutualism are no longer seen as mere recipients of help, they
are not considered passive objects who are not capable of taking over their lives; conversely
they are envisaged as active subjects who are put at the center of the struggle. Mutualism, in
this sense, allows to reconstruct dynamics of horizontal democracy and Popular Control
which is key to outline a perspective which, from below, puts at center participation and not
delegation, in what Purcell would define participative and direct democracy (2013).
Mutualism allows also to valorise the expertise and knowledge of everyone, and allows to
understand the functioning of administrative and economic machinery to reveal its misdeeds,
organize struggles and mobilizations. The practices of Mutualism also stimulate popular
protagonism, as well as is capable of transforming depressed, feared and intimidated
people, perceived only as victims of the crisis, in brave, conscious and full of hope figures,
ready to fight for their rights again. For all these reasons, at the center of the political action
of the OPG is the will to recreate community. This is central for the militants of the social
centre, which since the outset of this experience was thought as a liberated space where
you collaborate and do not compete, where everything is for free, and the reception and
sustain is guaranteed to everyone.
The way Mutualism works and operates is well exemplified by an incredible and curious
story I was told during an interview. This story highlights why Mutualism, unlike Charitism, is
purely political and is not only mere assistance or support. The story takes place in Naples
after the first year of occupation, namely in winter 2016. In town there is a cold emergency,
and people, especially the homeless are caught off guard.
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“So there was also a problem with the Municipality because there were no spaces to host
homeless people. We then chose in that moment, to respond to a concrete problem of the
city, to host 30 homeless inside our structure. Apparently, that could seem like Charitism or
Welfarism, because you say, I give people a place where to sleep and that’s it. Instead, we
have created a discussion with them there, and go on to say: what are the main problems?
Beyond sleeping, beyond the blanket, what are they? Essentially it turned out, talking to
lawyers, talking to social workers, but most importantly talking to them (the homeless), the
SUBJECT, which is the main thing, that the main problem was the RESIDENCE. That is,
they did not have a residence, and that there was a flaw within the municipal system that
made it impossible to elect a virtual residence. What does virtual residence mean? That you
are not a resident of that place, but you can elect your residence for documents, for the post,
for the sanitary card, for the identity card, a place that is either the municipality or an
association. From a legal point of view this exists, but it was not applied. Very often they
were Italian but they did not have their place of residence, so you cannot have an identity
card, you cannot go and do an employment contract, you cannot ask for the sanitary card ...
So we opened a dispute with the Municipality which led to to the “Resolution on residence”,
which deliberation on the residence ensured that one of the associations that could elect the
residence was the EX-OPG itself. Right now we have people who are formally resident at
the OPG, as a virtual residence”21.
This story is explicative precisely because it illustrates practically the way Mutualism
operates on daily problems. In this particular case, from a problem concerning the homeless,
Mutualism allowed not only to provide a temporal solutions, but also to delve into the wider
problem concerning the impossibility of obtaining a formal residence by the homeless. This
problem, therefore, was preventing the latter from the possibility to sign an employment
contract and to have access to the public health-care system due to the lack of the sanitary
card which was also dependent on the residence. The awareness of the obstacles which
were hindering the homeless from getting out of their situation hence de facto relegating
them to a situation of impasse, led to the political struggle which resulted in the dispute
against the Municipality for claiming a residence for the homeless although they were not in
possession of any address. This was rendered possible not only thanks to the help of
practitioners of the field, such as lawyers and social workers who demonstrated their
willingness to serve the cause through militancy, but primarily because the subjects
themselves (and therefore the homeless) have been put at the center of the problem, and
have been taken into account and involved in the process of decision-making and in the
assemblies for organizing the struggle. Since the outset they have not been considered as
passive actors without agency, but rather the militants understood that without listening
directly the needs and demands from the homeless question, it could have not been feasible
to go to the core of the problem. In conclusion, as my interviewee glossed:
“if we had only given them (the homeless) to eat and sleep, we would have been very good,
but we would have been boy scouts”22.
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6.2.2 The Mutualism Toolkit: House of the People, Investigation, Popular
Control
If we look at the core values on which EX-OPG brings forward is founded, apart from the
ones based on antifascism, antisexism and antiracism, there are also other principles. These
are the result of a constant dialectic elaboration that sees the put in practice of theories and
the perpetual confutation of theories through the actualization of practice. These principles
on which the OPG is based are respectively: the House of the People, Investigation and
Popular Control. In this chapter I will therefore outline the three main tools that are used in
order to carry out Mutualism practices. The latter, as I will further develop in the next
chapters, represent a perfect example of prefigurative politics (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017).
1) The House of the People (Casa del Popolo).
The House of the People could be interpreted as the social centre itself. Indeed, in order to
start practicing Mutualism it is necessary to build a space that can be crossed by everyone,
from the housewife to the retired person, from the worker to the student, a space that is
capable of redesigning an imaginary that is not only youthful but also really popular, a space
that speaks to all ages and recomposes the fragmentation that capital has produced on the
territory. Once the place or the occupation has been found, it is essential to promote shared
management right away, a form of self-management that does not make these spaces
simply condominiums in which each sector or activity thinks for itself. From this perspective,
the autogestion promoted within the House of the People (such as the OPG) is properly
prefigurative since the form of self-management itself is a way to redesign the way power
operates. The horizontal decision-making process, as well as the assembly form adopted by
the militants represents prefiguratively that form of autogestion the Purcell (2013) mentioned
on his work on Lefebvre.
Indeed, this shared management of the EX-OPG is organized on two levels:
a) it has been set up a management assembly that is convened on two different
functions: the first management meeting is internal, it takes place once a week or
twice a month as needed and involves the participants and coordinators of the
various branches and social activities to keep up to date on what is being done. The
second management assembly has an external function, it is open to all in order to
welcome new proposals, it takes place once a month and it is the moment dedicated,
from time to time, to thematic discussions on the current political situation of the
country.
b) It has been built a shared self-financing: this has been created with the aim to help
structuring a feeling of community around the whole project of social and political
transformation that is experienced in the EX-OPG. Furthermore, self-financing allows
to ensure that the activities that could easily be more self-sustaining (e.g. Popular
Theater) can carry out activities that do not make money due to their structure (for
instance the Popular Clinic or the Migrant Help Desk which are for-free). At the same
time, this different activities can coordinate collectively around a specific fundraising
campaign, either for a particular workers’ dispute campaign or for a internationalist
campaign or project. Again, this collective and shared self-financing system that does
not prioritize one activity at the expenses of another, can be interpreted as a
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Prefigurative form of micropolitics because it is built precisely on collective needs
rather than around personal gain.
2) Investigation (Inchiesta)
As demonstrated previously with the experience of the OPG and the problem of the
homeless in Naples during the winter of 2016, one of the advantages of practicing Mutualism
is the you can examine more in-depth on problems that in surface could seem much more
simple. In fact, mutualistic practices allow to conduct more easily a constant inquiry into the
conditions of the less well-off and popular classes. As it will be showed in the next chapters
about the specific mutualistic activities that are realized prefiguratively as the Popular Clinic,
the Workers’ Help Desk (Chamber of Labor), the Migrant’s Help Desk as well as the Help
Desk for the Residence, allow to keep constant contact with the territory. As a result, these
activities allow to get to know the class composition, to apprehend the living and working
conditions, and the relationships that are built and their way of changing over time.
How the investigation principle operates is brilliantly depicted by a testimony of one of my
interviewee. His explanations well summarizes why this point is crucial for practicing
Mutualism and how the application of this principle can lead effectively to the realization of
Prefigurative Politics (Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017) as well as to the Right to the City (Harvey
2017, Lefebvre 2018).
“If you talk to migrants, you know how many stories they have to tell you… without medical
assistance, without legal assistance, without cultural mediators, without language courses….
and therefore this was a component of the turning point, the fact that we were investigating,
the fact that with mutualism you allowed segments of people who do not meet anywhere out
there and who do not have the opportunity to collaborate, to recognize, to recognize each
other, because at the end our lives are challenged by the same system and before you
actually find yourself in a struggle in front of those obstacles, you do not realize how similar
you are to a homeless person, to an unemployed person or a migrant, and then, lastly this
way allowed us to visualize things in another way, we said "fuck, so it's possible!", "fuck, so if
we get together, if we organize ourselves, we are able to do this". Sometimes it seems that
this world can't even give us the gym, and we are able to do much more, even to imagine a
world that works differently, because we are able to do it without hierarchy, we are able to do
it even without money but only with solidarity ... so think if the state will be organized by us,
the oppressed, what can we do ... that is, it allows you to visualize a way out in my opinion, it
does these three miraculous things that without this activation, this plunging with your hands
in the mud, you would never be able to do, that is, RECOGNIZE YOURSELF (therefore
recomposing), DO INVESTIGATION (discover the things you do not know and do not tell
us), and VISUALIZE A POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE (i.e. another way of doing things,
organizing yourself) .. . and this stuff here has to get to the political denounce through the
transition to Popular Control, "we are the people, we have recognized ourselves, and now
we control you, because we believe and we want", this is the binary scheme of the black
panther program...”23.
3) Popular Control (Controllo Popolare)
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The word ‘Control’ is an insidious word because historically it has been associated with
power and repression. However, Popular Control represents the other side of the coin of the
word. The prerogative is to subvert the order of this discourse and change the paradigm.
When the people themselves exert control over the institutions, the aim is that everyone’s
rights, provided by the law, are respected. Knowing the decision-making mechanisms,
supervising their deployment, imposing on institutions their priorities and practical solutions,
therefore becomes the backbone of the work of the OPG. Popular Control is precisely what
links the OPG with the institutions of the city, spanning from the Municipality to the Labor
Inspectorate, as I will show later. The deployment of Popular Control as a mechanism to
supervise the work of institutions was born, again, from a necessity. In fact, during the
elections of 2016 for the City Council of Naples, the outgoing mayor Luigi De Magistris, after
five years of government decided to run for a second mandate, as provided by the Italian
Law. The militants of the EX-OPG for obvious reasons decided not to participate to the
election nor to candidate anyone, however they demonstrated and showed support to the
radical leftist coalition headed by former mayor Luigi De Magistris with a formal declaration
of vote. Nevertheless, during the ballot between the right-wind candidate Giovanni Lettieri
and De Magistris, the correct execution of the election was threatened by the Camorra’s
(Neapolitan mafia) buying and selling of votes aimed at favoring the right-wing candidate. At
this point the militants of the OPG social centre call for an assembly in order to decide how
to participate (although indirectly) in the election. How did they intervene in this complex and
risky situation? They were able to intervene thanks to the Popular Control. How has this
been practiced?
“We analyzed what was the main problem of the elections in Naples, that is the buying and
selling of votes of the Camorra, so what did we do? That was really, that was in my opinion
the thing that made the EX OPG famous national-wide in 2016. Because that thing spread
us out everywhere! We organized squads of militants, initially militants, then also citizens,
who basically went with a green T-shirt with the words "Popular Control, Social Anti-Mafia",
to report whenever there were clear cases of buying and selling of votes outside the polling
stations”24. This testimony goes further to explain: “What was the thing? That for the first
time, you see this problem every time, and for the first time we created a self-defense
system from below in which, I am not passive, rather I feel actively committed, so then
people wrote to us, sent us photos, they told us to go there and see, a huge dimension had
been created, so much that when De Magistris was elected, the first thing he did in the
celebrations was to wear the "Popular Control" t-shirt ... Oh yes, because it was one thing
that spread out a lot... And from there the idea of Popular Control was born, to create squads
of citizens who have the right to go and check from below how the Public works, how
institutions work...”25.
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6.2.3 Camera Popolare del Lavoro (Popular Chamber of Labor)
Before analyzing and delving into the way the Popular Chamber of Labor operates, we need
first to sketch out the national economic context in which the latter takes place. Indeed, the
general framework in which the activity of the People Chamber of Labor was born and
developed is strongly marked by a general attack on wages and working conditions in the
years following the crisis, and by the transition from a system of social rights linked to
legislative norms and national collective contractalizations to a corporate and individual
welfare system coupled with a structural weakness of the Italian production system in
comparison with the world-wide competition27. Accordingly, this post-crisis restructuring
process has led to considerable transformations in the Italian class composition. The
company size, in the years following the crisis, was further reduced: in 2011, 95,12% of
Italian companies had fewer than 10 employees28; whereas in the third sector (excluding
trade, transports, hotels), 72,96% of the companies had on average only one employee,
namely the owner29. Furthermore, it emerged the problem that entire class sectors remained
ontologically excluded from the organized trade union representation. Not only production
was dispersed and work relations were atomised (see chapter 5.3.1.), but this post-crisis
period saw even more evidently the transformation of the productive system and the rise of
the precarious class, which merged university graduates, casual workers and unemployed
people (Martinez M., 2019). Precisely these precarious subjects who were forced to respond
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to the needs of capital’s temporal and spatial hyperflexibility (e.g. the workers of the gig
economy or tourism) - became the reference point rather then the factory for the Popular
Chamber of Labor political activity. In fact, when large factories started to decline, traditional
sources of identity such as political parties and trade unions were no longer suitable to
represent the emerging subjectivities (Ruggiero, 2000). The Popular Chamber of Labor,
therefore, was laid out from the multi-year experience of the workers’ investigation collective,
on a national scale, called Clash City Workers (collective which also contributing to the
squatting of the OPG together with the CAU). Moreover, the birth of the Popular Chamber of
Labor within the OPG signs a fundamental shift of paradigm. The assumption according to
which political activists and militants had to convince the workers to fight for their rights, thus
highlighting their condition of exploitation was no longer working. The militants noted that
workers’ attitude was characterized by a lack of trust to trade unions and disillusionment
towards a possibility of really change their conditions. As a result, with the Popular Chamber
of Labor the paradigm was reversed and instead of providing a solution to workers, the
activists of the OPG began listening to the impelling workers’ needs. This inversion of
paradigms clearly shows how the put in practice of theory sometimes does not work, and
therefore it has to be changed by learning from the practical incumbent needs. Hence, the
first objective was to create a space for discussion among workers, as well as to support all
territorial and local disputes, create a legal assistance help-desk and to set up a resistance
cashfund for lawsuits.
As mentioned in chapter 6.2.2. , the tools through which Mutualism works are respectively
Investigation and Popular Control, where both take place inside the House of the People (in
this case the OPG). Following this scheme, likewise, the Popular Chamber of Labor utilizes
as tools, firstly the Legal Help-desk as Investigation, and secondly the Control on the Labor
Inspectorate as Popular Control.
The legal support provided by the Legal Help-desk is defined by the following characteristics:
- it allows to support workers, to collect individual cases and to create both individual
and collective disputes;
- the Legal desk consists of a group of lawyers and labor consultants, as well as
students and researchers in matters between law and economics who offer their time
for free for helping the workers in their disputes;
- the Help-desk activity takes place in different phases:
- once a week the group receives workers who need a consultation, a
clarification or an advice,
- after the first consultation, in accordance with the workers, it is eventually
decided whether to proceed legally or not,
- the need to initiate a struggle or an agitation may arise from the testimony of
a worker,
- during the assembly of the Popular Chamber of Labor, there is a discussion
about the cases analyzed, as well as the recurring trends in the labor market.
Ultimately, the Popular Control is exerted through the direct control on the Labor
Inspectorate. The main features that constitute the control on the Labor Inspectorate are
delineated as follows:
- the instrument of intervention in this case is the Popular Control on the specific
institutions operating in the world concerning labor, i.e. the Labor Inspectorate,
- concretely, reports of illegal work and violation of labor regulations are collected at
the Legal Desk. Once a month, in a common path between workers and the People
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Chamber of Labor, all reports are stored and deposed to the Labor Inspectorate. The
complaints on violations in the workplace are made under the name of the Popular
Chamber of Labor in order to protect workers from the risk of possible retaliations,
and to keep the pressure on the Inspectorate high.

6.2.4 Ambulatorio Popolare (Popular Clinic)
In a national context characterized by a generalized dismantling of public health with the
erosion of the welfare state and at the same time the incentive, encouragement and
corporatization of health services, coupled with continuous public financing to private
individuals, have definitively dismantled the project of a truly free, public and universal
health. Furthermore, the entry of profit logics into healthcare have produced rampant
corruption and unbridled competition between local healthcare companies. Given this
background which has seen a general rise of medical services’ costs; the Popular Clinic,
born within the walls of the OPG thanks to the contribution of doctors volunteers, has
represented a real response from below. Indeed, the Popular Clinic is composed by 30
volunteer militant doctors who are active and who, over the years (until 2018), have visited
more than 2500 people, have organized more than 40 prevention days with breast and
thyroid ultrasound scans for a total of 1000 people who have been able to carry out
ultrasound examinations during these days and get information about their rights30. Just to
give an idea, these are some numbers up to 2018:
873 gynecological examinations, 281 specialist visits, 172 nutritional visits, 335 visits with
psychologists31. Thanks to the birth of the clinic and its assistance programs, many people
begun to realize that if a social center, a House of the People, is able to provide professional,
competent and prevention-based medical services, without having to pay not even one euro,
then it is essential to start claiming that this also must happen in the public healthcare.
However, as it was often highlighted by my interviewees, this does not mean that the OPG
became a hospital or a substitute of hospital itself. The aim of the Popular Ambulatory was
different; surely the function was not only that of carrying out specialist visits for patients, but
rather to do a job of orientation and pressure to the doctors working in the public thus forcing
them to take charge of the patines who consult the Popular Clinic. In this regard, one of my
interviewee pointed out that
“the clinic was created to meet these needs (refers to the medical needs of the people who
could not afford medical services), but clearly it is not that we want to replace the national
health service, we could not do it, but even if we wanted to do it, this is not the purpose. The
aim is to go and identify needs and then act on various levels. The most important thing is
certainly to do an ADDRESSING job, that is to say making people understand which paths
they must follow, because then there is also this, people faced with a medical problem do not
even know who they should contact. Or even when faced with a diagnosis, people say ok,
now what do I do? Where do I go? Then we do PREVENTION also to make people in the
neighborhood understand what is the importance of prevention, why prevention is done,
what is it for…. And in fact also for this reason we have written various brochures for
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example on sexually transmitted diseases, on voluntary termination of pregnancy, on
prevention in general ...”32.
The Popular Clinic, as stressed by this extract of one of the interviews embodies how
Mutualist practices undertaken inside the OPG social centre, like the latter, can became
virtuous examples of Prefigurative Politics; exactly because the political objectives are
realized prefiguratively, in the forms of their actions and organizational structures
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton, 2017, p.31). The social and medical activity done by the doctors of
the Popular Ambulatory is in this sense prefigurative, because it removes the temporal
distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in the future (Maeckelbergh, 2011,
p.4), thus putting the struggle and the goal, the real and the ideal in one present. Precisely,
the Popular Clinic not only was born to respond to the immediate needs of the people of the
neighborhood, but also to show that an alternative healthcare system is possible, and it is
possible immediately. My interviewee continues,
“this is one of the points of the Popular Clinic, that health care should not be
hospital-centered as it is said, but in every neighborhood there should be a medical center
similar to this one, we also want to ideally build a model of health system for which people
should be able to easily refer to an Clinic that is close to their home to which they have easy
access and where they can do basic exams... Then it is clear that specialist visits must be
addressed to hospitals and that's okay...”33.
In conclusion, the job brought forward with the Popular CLinic is represented also by the
perception that this experience had on the external environment. In fact, in 2019, the doctors
of the Ambulatory realized that they needed a new ultrasound system.

6.2.5 MMRN: Movimento Migranti e Rifugiati di Napoli (Naples Migrant
and Refugee Movement)
During the last ten years, fortress Europe, and Italy in particular (see the agreements taken
with the Libyan Coast Guard), have enforced a deadly border regime which does nothing but
banning the lives of migrants arriving in Italy via the Mediterranean route. In addition,
another problem afflicting the migrants after having landed on the Italian territory, is the
capitalist exploitation of undocumented workers. Within this context, this chapter aims to
chronicle the incredible and redeeming story of the MMRN (Migrants and Refugees
Movements of Naples), born within the experience of the EX-OPG social centre. The
Movimento Migranti e Rifugiati Napoli is a political organization, based in Naples, defined as
an anti-racist movement which fights for solidarity while acknowledging the struggles faced
by migrants and refugees. Founded in 2016, the legal Help-desk based in Naples has met
over 8,000 migrants, assisting them in the bureaucratic process to obtain a residence permit.
MMRN strives to explain laws and how these perpetuate injustices and immoral
repercussions against migrants and refugees, groups which are often overlooked and
ignored by society34. In 2016, MMRN was born inside the EX-OPG out of a dispute
concerning the mismanagement of refugees and migrants reception centers, which saw the
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collusion between the Camorra (Neapolitan mafia) and the State. In fact, as my interviewee
Kadir highlighted,
“the MMRN was born in 2016 from the meeting between boys of Malian origin who were
hosted in some dilapidated reception centers in the Neapolitan area where there was
actually a total denial of what are basic rights that should be guaranteed both from the
constitution and from international treaties and as regards the funds that are devolved to the
cooperatives in the management of the reception which they then used in an incongruous
way compared to what were the tenders”35.
In fact, during a demonstration in Naples, a group of ten Malians got in contact with the
activists of th EX-OPG Je so’ Pazzo after being expelled from a reception center just for
having asked for their documents. The direct contact of the activists with the migrant
experience in Naples made them realize of the Italian discriminatory and oppressive system
regarding immigration - from the racialized labor conditions, to the denial of the right to
health and housing. It will be be argued that what was being denied to migrants was simply
their “Right to the City” (Lefebvre 2018, Harvey, 2017). As a consequence, again, what
allowed the activists to organize a political struggle around this problem was Mutualism,
which also proved to be a useful tool for involving other migrant activists. Thanks to the latter
and to organized struggle, the OPG and the MMRN managed to close down some of these
reception centers. How were the activists of the OPG able to apply Mutualism in this migrant
struggle? The answer can be traced in an extract of an interview I had with a militant of the
OPG who explains:
“what did we do? We asked them what they needed, and they needed first of all to know the
language, that is to refine their main defense tool because the fact that you don't know the
language becomes a weapon against you that is used just without any problem and so we
needed an Italian Language School. Then they needed legal assistance because no one told
them what their rights were and therefore they needed a Legal Help-Desk and then they
absolutely needed medical assistance because no one gave importance to their state of
health, because without a residence permit they did not have access to public health and
therefore needed a residence Help-desk and a Medical Outpatient36.
Therefore, thanks to the application of the Prefigurative Politics of Mutualism to the migrant
question, the militants of the MMRN were able to develop some tools and practices for
fighting and thus claiming migrants’ rights back. The struggle of the MMRN is organized in
three different levels.
The first Mutualistic tool is Popular Control. In fact, reception centers in Italy are organized
around the CAS, which are Extraordinary Reception Centers in which migrant are crammed.
Often these Reception Centers are distributed in economically depressed areas and in the
countryside therefore rendering almost impossible for migrants to organize a more
generalized struggle and hence to coordinate. The dispersion of migrants in these remote
places, poorly connected with public transports constitute a sort of ghettoization that in most
cases tend to isolate these people. Moreover, the way these Centers are set up, resembles
more structures aimed at the control, infantilization and repression of migrants. As a result,
in the aftermath of the meeting between the militants of the OPG and the ten Malians who
performed a revolt in their Reception Center, they together decided to start mobilizing and
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investigating in the world of Reception. Popular Control was, then, actualized by monitoring
from below all the Reception Centers in Naples and its province.
“Popular control, that is, we entered all the reception centers after entering the first one and
denounced to the institutions what happened inside these reception centers”37.
This is how Controllo Popolare was born: actively denouncing the living conditions inside
reception centers, which are managed by private cooperatives who are often colluding with
systems of organized crime38. The activists of the OPG uncovered extremely precarious
situations, overpopulated dormitories, dilapidated buildings, and no service provision around
medical, psychological, Italian schools, and legal assistance. This became the catalyst of the
core activity as a movement — providing the missing services within these centers, such as
Italian language classes, outpatient clinics, and free legal aid39. These services, in return,
connect migrants to operators, mediators and lawyers to help them navigate the police, labor
and hospital institutions. Controllo Popolare, in this sense, is creating a sustainable system
where migrants and refugees have agency over the conditions that affect their daily lives.
The organization that was born from Popular Control on the Reception Centers is organized
as follows:
-

-

-

teams are formed with a lawyer and one or two mediators to cover the two main
languages of migrants: English and French;
these teams introduce themselves to the Centers as a voluntary association that
offers free services for migrants;
they convene a plenary assembly of migrants, and once gathered they try to
understand which are the problems and challenges and in case how they can offer
support;
once the assembly starts, they explain the migrants what their rights are: at this stage
usually many become aware that what they perceived as unfair - the lack of legal and
health assistance, total abandonment - was also illegal;
from here, they assess whether it is possible to proceed with a dispute in order to
improve the conditions of the reception center;
in conclusion, for the purpose of building an organizational framework and to
maintain a stable contact with the migrants, the activists of the MMRN together with
the militants of the OPG call a monthly assembly with the groups of migrants object
of the visits.

Ultimately, it is important to point out that the MMRN is not only an anti-racist movement, but
as it has often been stressed, it is also anticapitalist movements. Why so? If at first sight the
MMRN could be identified only as a movement that struggles for the recognition of
citizenship to migrants, as well as for legal, medical assistance and for the residence permit;
to shrink this movement only to this, is nothing but reductive (see chapter 5.2.5). Likewise,
from a Marxist tradition standpoint, these movements have always been overlooked as
devoid of revolutionary potential, since they have been seen as detached and separate from
class struggles which have their roots in the factory as terrain of contestation (Harvey, 2012).
The main point is that, such struggles are construed as being either issues of reproduction
rather than production, or about rights, sovereignty, and citizenship, and therefore not about
class (ibid.). Meanwhile, the fight for the residence permit is also the fight for a decent wage,
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because otherwise one is invisible on the workplace. In fact, as concerns the labor market,
undocumented migrant workers are often deployed in hard works (I am referring to all these
jobs revolving around the primary sector concerning agriculture) and most of the times in
precarious conditions. The fact that they lack a residence permit and therefore a document,
entails that they cannot get any job contract and hence are constantly subject to exploitation
by those owners who want to have at their disposal cheap workforce. The specific condition
of undocumented migrants renders the latter more vulnerable if they are intended to claim
their rights because they can be easily blackmailed by the owners. Whenever
undocumented migrant workers try to demand higher wages or more rights, the owner can
exploit their status of undocumentation for intimidating them and to report them to the police.
For this reason, urban social movements (like the MMRN) always have class content even
when they are primarily articulated in terms of rights and citizenship. The MMRN therefore is
also an anticapitalist movement precisely because it aims at widening the class struggle by
claiming the documents of migrants. The MMRN also challenges the discourse according to
which migrants are the cause of lack of labor in Italy and therefore strives to demonstrate
that the obtaining of legal papers for the migrants would be a victory for all because it would
prevent the owners to exploit. Ultimately, the widening of class struggle up to including
citizens’ rights struggles (such as the Right to the City), allows to broaden the conception of
classical proletariat (wrongly interpreted as the eighteen century mass worker) in favor of a
subjectivity that embraces and includes the massive informal sectors characterized by
temporary, insecure, unorganized and migrant labor.
The second Mutualistic tool is the Legal Help-desk, which, together with the Popular Control,
is the main fulcrum of the movement’s activity. The Legal Help-desk is not conceived simply
as a technical and assistance counter, but as an immediately political counter that has
allowed to carry out an investigation on the living and working conditions of the migrant
subject in Naples and its province, and to promote disputes and collective mobilizations. The
Legal Help-desk is composed by two lawyers, eight legal operators and eight cultural
mediators, usually all migrants. The Help-desk’s work not only focuses on the obtaining the
residence permit for the migrants, but also serves for mobilizing and organizing the struggle.
To demonstrate this, the years 2018 and 2019 were characterized by a very important phase
of mobilization that led the first important victory of the MMRN, on the increased validity of
temporary residence permits. Kadir’s words capture well the importance of the struggle:
“we fought a battle to provide a temporary permit. The temporary permit is that permit that is
given to asylum and international protection seekers after the formalization of the asylum
request and in Italy it lasts 6 months. Since in Naples from the formalization to the
convocation in commission usually the time is more than 6 months for the long waiting lists,
the MMRN fought for having not of 6 months but of 1 year temporary permit. Naples was the
first municipality in Italy to allow this type of permit specifically after a path of struggle”40.
With the growth of the movement, therefore, the MMRN has been able to form a vocal and
visible political body. Too often in the media it is spread the toxic narrative of the migrant who
begs and suffers, but realities such the the MMRN are proof of an organized community, that
fights, resists, demands its rights, and does not give in to the blackmail of institutional
racism; moreover from being the political object of electoral propaganda, migrant activists
have regained possession of their lives and have become the active subject.
40

Interview to Kadir.

61

The third and last Mutualistic tool is the Italian Language School. Up to 2018, the Italian
School has been able to give support to 200 participants through 9 different classes41. The
necessity to start an Italian School stems from a problem that many migrants have
encountered which is the inadequate planning in public institutions of the education of
migrants. From here was born the idea to build a free self-managed Italian School open to
everyone and run by the activists themselves on voluntary basis. The center of the work with
the Italian School certainly starts from literacy. From the aforementioned reasons, starting
migrant literacy path is essential to give a boost to the creation of autonomous subjects. The
literacy promoted in the School, therefore, is capable of improving migrants’ lives because
they are given the opportunity to regain possession of the time taken away by linguistic
obstacles of the everyday life. Initially, the organization of the classes was made on a
national basis, so as to be able to bring together number of pupils who had the same origins.
Over the time, it was realized that this method did not favor international solidarity and that,
instead, to organize classes by mixing people from different backgrounds gave better
results. The experience of the Italian School showed that organizing completely mixed
classes favored the use of Italian language and the construction of dynamics of solidarity
that otherwise did not develop.
As evidenced by the experience of the MMRN, born within the EX-OPG social centre; the
latter can therefore be regarded as one of those non-institutional public spaces, within which
the inclusion of those who are excluded elsewhere takes place, for example irregular
migrants (Cavaliere, 2013). In fact, the social movement of the MMRN as part of the
activities of the EX-OPG seems to align perfectly with the explanation given by Mudu on
recent trends and transformation within the contemporary social centers’ movement, namely
that the recent entry of foreign immigrants into this very peculiar social network has resulted
in a strong emphasis, within social centers, on the need for immigrant to be granted citizen
rights (Mudu, 2004). In relation to this, I found interesting and relevant the work of James
Holston on Insurgent Citizenship, in order to frame the experience of the MMRN and what its
struggle has entailed for migrants living in the city of Naples and its province. Indeed, ‘over
the last few decades, many societies have experienced great expansions and erosions of
rights. The expansions are particularly evident in the new social movements of the urban
poor for their “Rights to the City” and of women, gays, and ethnic and racial minorities for
“Rights to Difference”. These movements are new not only because they force the state to
respond to new social conditions of the working poor - in which sense they are, indeed, one
of the important consequences of massive urban poverty on citizenship. They are also
unprecedented in many cases because they create new kinds of rights, based on the
exigencies of lived experience, outside of the narrative and institutional definitions of the
state and its legal codes. These rights generally address the social dramas of the new
collective and personal spaces of the city, especially its impoverished residential
neighborhoods. They focus on housing, property, sanitation, health, education, and so forth,
raising basic questions about the scope of entitlements’ (Holston J., 1998). This extract from
Holston brilliantly captures what the MMRN struggle has focused on, and is capable to return
the importance to frame these new urban social movements as movements which are not
only advancing their claims for citizenship, but also their “Right to the City”. As a matter of
fact, given these dynamics of global migrations, whereas new citizenship members emerge
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to demand their claims, on the other side new forms of segregation and marginalization
advance in order to emarginate these new subjectivities. These forms of segregation are
symbolized by the way the public space is conceived, namely by the way it is rendered
unaccessible to particular segment of population through commodification and privatization.
The case of EX-OPG, given its nature, stands in stark contrast to these dynamics, and
hence represents a space in which also marginalized people, spanning from irregular
migrants to the urban underclass, can find a space in which to advance their claims in the
form of an organized struggle. A practical example of Insurgent Citizenship is offered by the
struggle brought forward by the MMRN for the temporary residence permit from six months
to one year mentioned before. As Holston asserts ‘Insurgent Citizenship concern people
largely excluded from the resources of the state and are based on social demands that may
be constitutionally defined but that people perceive as entitlements of general citizenship.
The organization of these demands into social movements frequently results in new
legislation, producing an unprecedented participation of new kinds of citizens in making law
and even in administering urban reform and local government. Thus, as the social
movements of the urban poor expand citizenship to new social bases, they also create new
sources of citizenship and new forms of self-rule’ (Holston J., 1998).
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6.3 Autogestion and Decision-making Process: Assemblea
As already mentioned in chapter 6.1.1., since the outset of the squat, the EX-OPG social
center adopted an horizontal bottom-up decision-making process which takes the shape of
the Assemblea (Assembly). For this reason, the experience of the EX-OPG can be regarded
as a form of Prefigurative Politics, precisely because it challenges the external world,
dominated by exchange value, commodification, hierarchy and capitalist relations of power.
It did so by valorizing the self-management and Autogestion (Purcell M., 2013) of the space.
Activists, militants, people of the neighborhood, sympathizers or simply people who want to
give a hand, are involved in the collective self-management of the place. The OPG, therefore
can be interpreted as a space generator of self-government inspired by freedom of access
and participation in which every person is perceived as an active agent rather than a passive
recipient of politics from above (see chapter 5.2.6.). In this regard, Purcell’s words return
useful, in fact in his words “the struggle to become democratic requires also that people
struggle to become autonomous and become active, that they continually refuse heteronomy
and passivity. Becoming democratic means to continually cease being the political spectator
and continually become the political actor” (Purcell M., 2013). In the decision-making
practice adopted by the OPG, these words seem to regain meaning. Likewise, the deep
democratic horizontal decision-making process of the OPG that stands in opposition to
representative democracy based on delegation resembles Montagna’s words:
“self-management is the internal organization principle and is based on a radical criticism of
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representative democracy, the rejection of any kind of bureaucratic hierarchy, and the
adoption of horizontal and participative forms of decision-making processes. Through these
practices the occupied buildings become social and de-commodified spaces where activists
self-organize political initiatives, cultural events and community services” (Montagna N.,
2006, p.296).
Furthermore, decisions are not taken through votations, which necessarily create a majority
and a minority, but rather are attained in the form of consensual organizational processes.
The way a typical assembly is structured at the EX-OPG is well analyzed by Matteo.
“Obviously, in every meeting there is the Consensual Method. This is complicated. In theory,
we also have a huge chapter here on how to manage assemblies. I must tell you, on this
point, the Consensual Method has been such an imposed thing from the beginning, that it
came naturally to the new ones too ... But it's complicated, I'm not telling you it's simple ...
Because we have had meetings, like the one to decide to creat PAP (Power to the People),
which lasted until four in the morning ... Fights and quarrels, it is not easy, it is not simple,
indeed it creates "extra work", because if you vote at some point , the problem is that if you
vote then you create a majority and a minority within a group and it's complicated. Then it is
obvious that there will always be, I who once had to take a step back from my decision, and
another who had to take it another time ... So what do we mean by consensus? That you
make a point, discuss that point and try to arrive at the best modality that reaches everyone's
opinion, a synthesis ... Are there two positions? You try to make them become one. Then it is
obvious that it will always be much more similar to one side or the other, but it also depends
on the relationships that are created within the assembly. It also depends on the fact, l don’t
hide it, there are some figures that are a little more driving and others a little bit less ... But I'll
give a practical example: on that decision whether to go and stand for election on that 2016
municipal election, there were Saso and Giampiero who were the greatest in theory, they
were in favor of doing that thing (to run for the election) ... But we decided the opposite, so it
is valid up to a certain point …”43.

7. Discussion
The aim of this thesis, as hinted by the title, was to explore urban contested spaces in the
city of Naples with a specific focus on the recently occupied EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo, a former
penitentiary for mentally-ill people, located the central proletarian neighborhood of Materdei.
The scope of the research was to investigate the ways through which the squat has been
able to provide an alternative definition of the urban space through its reuse and redefinition.
The outset of the nineties, given the major transformation at the global level as well as in
Italian local politics, has signalled an important shift in the policies taken by the
administration of Naples. Indeed, the urban policies of valorisation of the cultural heritage
and requalification of the historic centre of Naples aimed at promoting economic growth by
attracting tourism and inward investments, has nonetheless entailed an increasing
corporatisation and accordingly commodification of the urban landscape of the
Parthenopean city. The scenario that resulted from this major urban and economic changes
further contributed to the shift from the ‘factory’ to the city as privileged terrain of struggle.
The need to embrace liberal democracy and market economy, in a context in which the
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transition from Fordism to post-Fordism had already taken place, led at the beginning of the
nineties the newly elected leftist administration to undertake such policies. The force exerted
by the administration, therefore, can be interpreted as Potestas (Negri A., 2004) or
Power-over (Holloway, 2010), namely that ‘constituted power’ that through subsumption is
able to coopt the deep democratic initiatives coming from below. Not only, as the
administration of Naples did, ‘constituted power’ also leads to the framing and interpretation
of the urban landscape in terms of exchange value rather the use value. Conversely, in this
case, the Potentia (Negri A., 2004), and the respective Power-to (Holloway, 2010) is played
by the CSO movement, namely a political practice of resistance, in relation to the other
aforementioned power ‘from above’. In fact, social centres’ aim, and this works also for the
EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo, is to “claim the city” (Harvey, 2017) through widespread squatting of
public spaces and the occupation of empty buildings intended for an utilization of the urban
space that prefigures a new world set against to the external capitalist one. For this reason,
the social centre is today a political actor of the city, which today mechanisms of governance
‘impose’ as interlocutors for municipal administrations and local politics (Alteri, 2014). As
highlighted in chapter 6.1.1, this was exactly what happened in Naples, which was the first
Italian city to have institutionalized a Department of the Commons (Gargiulo E., Cirulli A.,
2016). Naples, hence, represents a unique exception, precisely because the municipality
has for the first time recognised the social value of such experiences of autogestion from
below. The institutional website of the City Council itself, states that “the goal of the
campaign is to involve more and more citizens to expand participation in the collective
management of public spaces and to raise awareness and promote a new form of public law,
which protects and values collective and social belonging”44. As the story of the EX-OPG
demonstrates, through this social centre there has been an attempt from citizens to claim
their right to shape the city by appropriating space. The appropriation of space and its
management has been realized through a deep democratic horizontal decision-making
process (e.g. assemblies) and political participation from below. This urban experience of
autogestion can also be envisaged as a project of Prefigurative Politics (Ruivenkamp G.,
Hilton A., 2017) because it promoted a change in the present thus removing the temporal
distinction between the struggle in the present and a goal in the future (Maeckelbergh, 2011,
p.4). A key dimension of prefigurative politics is its commitment to action; this fundamental
orientation towards enacting futures separates prefigurative politics from anticipatory politics
(Jeffrey & Dyson, 2020).
By merging the two perspectives of Prefigurative Politics and Right to the City, the EX-OPG
Je’ so Pazzo can also be interpreted as a real Autonomous Geography (Pickerill &
Chatterton, 2006) because at same time it destroys and proposes, it resists and creates. On
one side it negates the hegemonic external world dominated by capitalism; on the other side
it constructs a real alternative which is the expression of ‘constituent power’. Indeed, this
project of simultaneous collective and individual autonomy as a tool for renewing democracy
is defined through personal freedom, a mistrust of power and a rejection of hierarchy, and
the advocacy of self-management, decentralized and voluntary organization, direct action
and radical change (Pickerill & Chatterton, 2006, p.734).
The prefigurative strategy adopted by the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo for claiming the right to
shape the processes of urbanization as well as to produce a immediate political output was
Mutualism. The latter represents a fundamental pillar for the social centre because, as
explained in chapter 6.2., it is capable of organizing a struggle by politicizing the subjects.
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Indeed, as already stressed, Mutualism differentiates itself from ‘Charitism’ for its capacity of
delving into social contradictions in a different way, one that is able to unfold the deep
causes of the problems. In this way it allows to open disputes for instance on the workplace
(see the Popular Chamber of Labor) or to organize struggles around a particular topic, as in
the example provided by the MMRN.

8. Conclusion
This thesis aimed to explore the experience of the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo social centre of
Naples. The Neapolitan social centre has been framed through the lens of Prefigurative
Politics and the concept of “Right to the City” which laid the foundations for the analysis of
the Results. This thesis research has been steered by the main research question:
How the EX-OPG social centre has been able to provide an alternative definition of Naples
through the reuse and redefinition of the urban space?
As addressed in the Results chapter, it has been extensively showed how the EX-OPG Je’
so Pazzo squat, thanks to the support of the citizens of the neighborhood and the voluntary
work of the militants, has been able to impose itself in the city of Naples until becoming
recognized by the Municipality as a Common, thus representing a unique exception among
Italian cities. Through the creation and development of various activities based on
Mutualism, the social centre was capable to engage with a wide part of population of the
Parthenopean city. The power relations that the EX-OPG established with the city therefore
led to ‘imposition’ of the social centre as an important interlocutor for the municipal
administration and local politics. The presence of the social centre became undeniable. One
of the main merits of the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo was therefore the fact the it reconsigned a
space, which was considered a neglected public space, to civil society. Not only, it was able
to do it by applying practices based on Prefigurative Politics. The goal of promoting a radical
change was pursued through practices which implicitly reflect the goal itself, namely by
mechanisms of radical and direct democracy from below through assemblies as
decision-making processes and by Mutualism which is based on solidarity and cooperation
rather than individualism and competition. The experience of the Je’ so Pazzo can be
deemed Prefigurative also for its capacity of providing a real alternative to the existing
capitalist world, an alternative that works thanks to voluntary work of many militants and that
is capable of offering free activities for all without any distinction, thus demonstrating that a
different vision of the city, and more broadly of the world, is not only still possible, but it can
also work. Whereas in the historic centre of Naples, the policies aimed at promoting
economic growth by attracting tourism have led to the increasing commodification of the
cultural heritage of the Parthenopean city as well as to the privatization of consumption
spaces thus raising concerns for issues of inclusion, diversity and equality; the EX-OPG
represented a virtuous example of de-commodification of the urban space. If the
commodification and the touristification have encouraged the increasing of prices, the social
centre proves itself capable of providing free activities and free courses for everyone without
distinction. The decision to establish Mutualism in a perspective of cooperation and solidarity
allows to envision a radical alternative in opposition with the surrounding environment. By
drawing on Harvey and his influence from the Marxist thought, in this thesis it is argued that
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the EX-OPG illustrates well a case in which use value is prioritized compared to exchange
value. Indeed. the voluntary work is not treated as a commodity, neither the services and the
activities provided by the social centre are; everything is conceived based on his use for the
community.
The results of this thesis also demonstrated that, whereas the neoliberal policies led to the
increasing commodification and privatization of the historic centre thus entailing a socially
exclusive process, the experience of the EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo can suggest a real example
of re-democratization of the urban space. As a demonstration to this, at the core of the
project lie inclusivity and collective autogestion. It is a place in which the subjects are not
conceived as a mere recipients of decision taken from above, but rather are perceived as
proactive actors who are capable of self-managing for themselves from below. Decision
about how to develop a struggle or how to organize a campaign are taken through a
consensual process that take shape in the assemblies for autogestion. In addition, the
EX-OPG Je’ so Pazzo, not only was able to contribute to the de-commodification of the
historic centre of Naples, but it also served as a real expression of Prefigurative Politics. In
fact, thanks to the deployment of mutualistic practices, it was able to produce an immediate
political output/answer to the needs of the people of the neighborhood. Most of the activities
were born after assemblies in which the people of the neighborhood have been involved in
the decision-making process. The Popular Chamber of Labor, the Popular Clinic as well as
the MMRN were answers to the needs of the people. The EX-OPG, therefore, can be here
interpreted as an Autonomous Geography, precisely because it challenges the external
capitalist world while creating a radical alternative. In this sense, it can be argued that the
EX-OPG is prefigurating a new world in the amidst of capitalism. Harvey might label such an
experience as a “politics of dispersed singularities” or “militant particularism”, but fortunately
this is not case, because thanks to Mutualism, Organization and Struggle, the EX-OPG is
shifting conflict to the outside. Its aim is not to create a self-referential bubble of perfection,
but to change the existent status quo.
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11.Appendix
Interviewees:

Role:

Matteo

He was one of the first occupants in 2015
with CAU, later on he was in charge of the
Popular Theater

Chiara

She was one of the first students who
entered and squatted the OPG

Ivan

Former militant of the CAU, he gave
assistance during the first occupation and
with the development of the political
activities

Khadir

Militant and spokesperson of the MMRN
(Naples Migrants and Refugees Movement)
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Alessia

Militant and student of medicine who assist
patients among the Popular Clinic
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