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Introducing the In/visible City



Isabella Clough Marinaro and Will Haynes


#LiveTheRomanDream

UN NUOVO CAPITOLO DI AUTENTICO

LUSSO STA PER ESSERE SCRITTO

A NEW CHAPTER OF AUTHENTIC ROMAN

LUXURY IS ABOUT TO BEGIN



Rome is a city of visual and spatial contrasts. The above text comes from an advert for a new designer hotel in the center of Rome, taped onto a glass door in Piazza della Repubblica during summer 2022. Written in Italian and English, it promotes a dreamlike image of Rome as a luxurious destination, well reflecting the marketed stereotype of the Eternal City. It signals a singular direction of urban development—an aesthetic project for a clean city filled with successful, wealthy people. Of course, this is far from the only “version” of the city: the city lives in innumerable guises, interwoven with experiences of diverse urban populations and the complex interplays of space, identity, and the politics of belonging.

In this book, we explore the “Living Rome”: elements of the city that tend to escape the tourist gaze and the mediatized portrayals of its social life and physical beauty. That is not to say that we investigate an Page 2 →invisible, hidden city. Indeed, much of what we discuss exists in plain sight. However, it is the Rome that is rarely considered a priority in public policy and debate, despite features which affect and involve many of the city’s inhabitants in their daily lives. We deal here with the city of inequalities—economic, legal, representational—and the battles of those who, in vastly diverse ways, try to compensate for the gaps in institutional attention and resources. We could say that the book is about Rome from the ground up: the city that is constantly made and remade by those who live in it and who, in shifting and often unpredictable ways, come together to redefine its dynamics. Our approach is thus very much in line with current urban scholarship that views cities not as single, cohesive and bounded entities but as plural realities (Amin et al., 2019; Brent, 2017; Jayne & Ward, 2017). In the same vein, Moreno-Tabarez et al. have advanced the concept of “pluriversal urbanisms” that encompass “the abundance of urban experiences, and make calls for reimagining and reconstructing local worlds” (2023, 691). From this perspective, cities are formed as much by bodily and emotional experiences, conflicts and collaborations, fluid assemblages of heterogeneous elements, as they are by top-down plans, policies, and investments.

The book is therefore an invitation to see Rome beyond its iconic categorizations, and in its multiplicities. Yes, it is a capital city, a global city, the hub of Catholicism, a city of historical layers (Clough Marinaro & Thomassen, 2014). But it is also, quite simply, a city of almost 3 million residents, as well as a sprawling hinterland of commuter towns. It is an arrival city (Saunders, 2010): one that is home to a complex mixture of undocumented and regular migrants from all over the world, although it is difficult to ascertain precisely how many. Rome also caters to millions of tourists every year—4.3 million in 2023 alone (Statista, 2023), with 32 million pilgrims expected for the Jubilee year of 2025 (SIR, 2024): an industry that often takes a significant toll on the rest of its inhabitants. While Rome attracts various other typologies of temporary populations too (Brollo & Celata, 2023), it is also a city that loses residents as many move out to escape its rising housing costs and dysfunctionalities (Cacciotti, 2024; Ivasiuc, 2021). It has been a pandemic city, and is very much a city of crime. It is a city that resists and that innovates, as all cities do.

Page 3 →Yet, Rome’s unique historical development and status has meant that these more mundane aspects of urban life were, for a long time, largely ignored in scholarly discussions. Indeed, in 2014, Global Rome: Changing Faces of the Eternal City was published, bringing to an international audience the work of academics from multiple disciplines with the shared goal of trying to decipher some of the major social dynamics of the time. It was a book that covered a lot of ground, in terms of mapping the city’s challenges and diversities: the impacts of neoliberalism, of unplanned growth, of life in the peripheries, and of racism in its many forms. But it also focused on the resilient, reactive sides of Roman society and its multiple expressions of solidarity and self-management. Since then, scholarship on contemporary Rome has grown immensely, both within Italian universities and internationally. A precious resource for tracking that development is a blog (https://romaricerca.blogspot.com/) that showcases academic books about the city curated by Roma Ricerca Roma (RRR), a network which is a manifestation of that same effervescence in socially engaged research. The organization is also part of a broader drive in trying to build more productive dialog between the academy and the city’s political institutions. RRR goes beyond simply critiquing institutional short-sightedness and problematic prioritizations, instead using the findings of its members’ research to advance concrete, feasible policy proposals for more socially sustainable and equitable urban planning and governance. Emblematic of this commitment was its initiative to bring together city residents, scholars, social movements, and associations to form a Costituente per la Città—a foundational rethinking of the city’s values and needs—on November 3, 2023. During the same year that this book was being prepared, two other major events were held with the goal of looking at the city with fresh eyes: A “Festival of the Peripheries” in June 2023 and a two-day program of discussion on “The Future of a World-Metropolis” in February 2024.1 While the three events were very different in style, content, and organizational approach, they all sought to muster and channel that wealth of energy, knowledge, and innovative thinking that Roman society contains, to envision routes to a better future.

Given this flourishing of scholarly work, together with a decade of major shifts in (geo)politics, economics, and associated social dynamics Page 4 →across the urban landscape, it was clear by 2023 that it was time to take stock again. In July of that year, we convened a conference entitled Contemporary Rome: Living the Eternal City at John Cabot University, with support from the University of Sheffield and the British School at Rome. The chapters in this volume come out of dialogs among scholars from across the social sciences over those two days in the intense summer heat of Trastevere. They include urban sociologists, anthropologists, cultural and economic geographers, demographers, criminologists, and scholars within decolonizing and feminist cultural studies. Crucially, they also bring together different generations of researchers, from young scholars doing graduate work, to post-docs, to well-established academics. Many of them are also members of activist groups and associations, embodying that same social involvement discussed above. Throughout the book, we prioritize foregrounding the experiences of marginalized groups, including ethnic, racial, linguistic, and gender/sexual minorities. While some of our authors live those statuses themselves, most other contributions draw on long-term fieldwork grounded on ethnographic sensitivity and reflexivity. We hope that future studies on the city will be able to further bridge the gaps between academia and the voices of underrepresented groups. Rome presents itself as a multiverse, a kaleidoscope of identities where ancient and contemporary, sacred and secular, young and old, local and global coexist. By uniting the different social scientific perspectives of this book, we offer a variety of lenses through which to look at some of the less seen realities that are constituent parts of the contemporary city.


The In/visible City


The eye does not see things but images of things that mean other things.

(Calvino 1974, 13)



Rome is to some extent a clichéd city, a “postcard city.” The hypervisibility of its monuments means that those who live in their shadows are easily disregarded. When we look at the eminently Instagrammable Colosseum, we rarely see all the human activity, the living city, in and around it. An anecdote from recent fieldwork and a lesser-known monument better illustrates this point. Just across the street from Roma Termini, the city’s Page 5 →main train station, stands the colonial-era Dogali obelisk. It consists of an Ancient Egyptian sculpture (“taken” by Emperor Domitian in 1 CE) atop a plinth that reads the names of fallen soldiers from a humiliating historical defeat of Italy by Ethiopia, in modern-day Eritrea. The site represents, quite literally, an intriguing layering of urban history, entangled with its imperial connotations. Dedicated to past glorifications and failures of Italian colonialism, the obelisk is now relegated—for various reasons—to a quiet corner between Termini station and Piazza della Repubblica. It stands alone, surrounded by cigarette butts and bottle-caps that have been permanently imprinted into the grassy dirt. During a fieldwork visit there in February 2023, some research companions rightly questioned what to do with these monuments, and how we might process the city’s (and nation’s) built environment through a post- and a de-colonial lens. Should they be removed as emblems of a difficult past and a continually alienating presence for the descendants of those who were colonized? Could these monuments to Italian colonial history be recontextualized, renovated into new sites of public consciousness? But the fact remains, the Dogali monument is an important sleeping and resting place for homeless migrants in the center of Rome, where there is a tap for washing as well as drinking and trees to shelter under. Daily, people hang out here, up on the steps, drinking beers, smoking, and chatting. Despite belonging to an uncomfortable history, the monument is important as a place of inhabitation and sociality. There is much more to it than initially meets the eye. Its relegation to the visual margins of the city seems to have enabled people to get on with their lives, less seen and less disturbed.

By focusing on what is less seen, even when in plain sight, we navigate the interplay between visibilities and invisibilities; between who and what is seen, when and by whom. Visibility and invisibility may seem diametrically opposed but much scholarship suggests that they can overlap and coexist as “in/visibility,” a conjoined term capturing the simultaneity and symbiosis of those positions. As Brighenti (2007) underlines, the field of visibility is a highly uneven one, imbued with asymmetries of power to which people respond in strategic ways. Poor or unhoused people and many migrants are typically made invisible—their presence and agency not accounted for in everyday images and discourses and, circularly, excluded from much attention on the part of policy makers and urban service Page 6 →providers. At the same time, they are often placed under the spotlight, through police actions and evictions, transformed into categories that flatten their individuality. They are at once obscured and over exposed.

Yet, in/visibility is not only imposed: we all modulate our exposure to the gaze of others, “activat[ing] selective in/visibilities” (Hatuka & Toch, 2017, 988). For example, Stella’s (2012) research on LGBTQ+ Pride events in Russia argues that the gatherings themselves produce visibility as a method of resistance against heteronormativity. At the same time, other queer urban spaces consist of discreet inhabitation of certain city areas, hiding them from public view (Stella, 2012). There can therefore be advantages in coexisting forms of visibility and invisibility. Migration and race research similarly reflects such intersections and their relationship to power. Political geographer Luiza Bialasiewicz (2017) describes how refugees—at the mercy of the nation state—can be both at once, citing Hannah Arendt’s argument that refugees are “both wrongfully invisible—and wrongfully visible at the same time […] denied access to the public ‘space of appearances,’ while at the same time forcibly thrust into the public […],” even in their most intimate and private moments (Bialasiewicz, 2017, 382; Arendt, 1951, 302). Spicer (2008) also notes how state surveillance and police operations, as well as media images of mass migration, render migrants simultaneously hypervisible and invisible in public space. Thus, “visibility is a double-edged sword: it can be empowering as well as disempowering” (Brighenti, 2007, 335). On the one hand, being publicly recognized, acknowledged, is essential to having a political voice—to being heard on one’s own terms, beyond being seen. On the other hand, there is power in looking: it is through our visual focus that we constitute what is near to us, in the (ordinarily) conscious act of looking, and equally in our choice to unsee. But hiding is also an act of power, particularly when we look without being seen: it is how control and discipline are achieved in a surveillance society (Foucault, 1977). In short, “the exercise of power is always an exercise in activating selective in/visibilities” (Brighenti, 2007, 339).

While pulling together this book’s chapters on lesser-known, intimate, in/visible spaces and practices in Rome, perhaps inevitably, we found ourselves repeatedly thinking of Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. The novella is an essential in the post-war Italian literary canon almost to the point of Page 7 →cliché, by an author who lived much of his life in Rome and died there. Calvino details an extended conversation between Venetian explorer Marco Polo and the Mongolian Emperor Kublai Khan. Within this fictional dialog, Calvino describes fifty-five imaginary cities, each with their unique and finely detailed characteristics. Among them are the mirrored city of Valdrada; Aglaura, which exists as a reflection of historic ideas; and Phyllis, which eludes “the gaze of all, except the man who catches [it] by surprise” (1974, 91). Like Calvino’s multitude of urban realities, there have always been “multiple Romes.” Literally and figuratively, from the original theological triad of Rome, Constantinople, and Moscow (“the Second and Third Rome”), to Mussolini’s imagined, yet definitive historical time-spaces of Ancient, Papal, and Fascist Rome, the Eternal City’s many historical representations and projections are deeply complex, and buried within socio-political discourses of power, domination, resistance, and everyday acts of “getting along.” Significantly, for Fernandes and Carina Silva (2014), Invisible Cities is not an imaginary of utopian urban societies, but an expression of how complex urban realities can be.

There are, indeed, multitudes of Rome, splintered, separated, yet connected by threads of urban flows, encounters, contestations, and solidarities. There are also multiple realities running parallel within its myriad spaces, be they digital, representational, or “in real life,” whatever that means. We have tried to structure this book to mirror Calvino’s imagined urban multitudes, leaving space for all their complexity. We try to open ourselves to this complexity, to explore what social anthropologist Ana Ivasiuc terms the “connecting threads, inner rules, and deceitful perspectives of desires and fears in the eternal city” (2022, 330). Rome then, like all cities, is unique in its own myriad urbanisms and historical social productions. It is like nowhere else, and yet is closely tied to its geographical surroundings, in Lazio, Italy, Europe, the Mediterranean region and the world. As explored in 2014’s Global Rome, the city is reliant on and constituted by global flows and networks which supply it and on which it feeds.

Like in all major cities, Rome’s urban spaces are sites of competing commercial interests and urban development alongside varied forms of marginality. Since 2014, Rome has experienced an intensification in its housing crises (Crisci, 2022; Di Feliciantonio, 2016; Grazioli, 2017; Mudu, 2014). Migration flows have been sensationalized and politicized Page 8 →throughout Europe, but have culminated in Italy and its southern European neighbors with the so-called “migration crisis”. Rome has seen governments come and go, both local and national. It has experienced a major crime and corruption scandal—known as Mafia Capitale—that has further shaken faith in local government and has contributed to the city’s criminal dynamics becoming ever more visible. Alongside demographic changes, new neighborhoods are being built and old ones gradually abandoned. As elsewhere, the city has only recently experienced the Covid-19 pandemic and all the public health regulations that accompanied it. Related urban governance responses have also had major effects on the use and management of public infrastructure, transport, housing, welfare regimes, and an array of other city apparatuses.

Rome is not alone in experiencing these dynamics; they are mirrored in many urban societies around the world. So, it may seem paradoxical that in an era of expanding interest in interconnected spaces and comparative urbanisms (Robinson, 2022), we have chosen to dedicate a book entirely to one city. This is because we view Rome not as one, but many fragmented, kaleidoscopic city spaces, each of them interconnected and interdependent, yet remaining autonomous, with porous borders between them. Ours is a comparative urbanism approach that applies the methodological and analytical aims of capturing the flows and connections between cities (Söderström, 2014) to territorial fragments of Rome. By framing the city as an assemblage of multiple “urbans,” we offer fresh comparative and critical perspectives on how urban life is continuously (un)made.



Rome’s Corners, Margins, and Intimate Interstices


Places don’t tell a story—people do. There is no city without an encounter as well as no story without the right distance. […] Places always contain traces and scars, as well as corners of freedom. (Martínez, 2014, 661).



A book on variably in/visible Rome inevitably pays much of its attention to the most marginalized spaces and social groups, although—in a context of interconnections—this is by no means our only focus. Writing Page 9 →against the postcard representation of the city, Ivasiuc notes that Rome’s “obverse lies in its peripheries” (2022, 331). But these peripheries do not necessarily exist at the city’s outer edges, or spatial extremes. Margins and peripheries, like borders, exist everywhere—even at the physical heart of cities. We take inspiration from bell hooks’ identification of the margins as a “space of radical openness, a profound edge” (hooks, 1989, 149). There, geographic centrality can produce its own forms of outsiderness and exclusion from resources, while fermenting sociality and creativity. Our contributions seek to advance conversations about the significance of everyday lives in the city’s margins (Lancione, 2019; Lenhard et al., 2022; Marquardt, 2016) and of the array of alternative and informal urbanisms that are forged there (Clough Marinaro, 2022). The chapters are thus situated in an emergent body of research looking at the less visible aspects of cities as a network of displaced bodies, spaces, everyday affects, and informal politics (Darling & Wilson, 2016; Gibbons, 2018; Holmes & Hall, 2020; Lancione, 2023). The book seeks to depathologize marginality and foreground its richness and intricacies, drawing on Flint’s (2011) observation that expert knowledge has produced a tendency to focus primarily on failures and defeats of working-class experience.

Four strands of contemporary urban studies debate are teased out both implicitly and explicitly throughout the volume. In addition to critically studying “the margins” of the city, we highlight the significance of mobilities (and immobilities), home and the affects of everyday life. The analysis of margins intersects with housing studies in considerable ways. As Madden and Marcuse write, “housing is a universal necessity of life” and in some ways an “extension” of our bodies (2016, 12). Studying Rome, a city of numerous housing crises, necessitates that we ask, what is home, anyway? And what are the challenges of articulating alternative forms of home other than traditional, normative understandings of the bricks-and-mortar structure of shelter. Homes, as those in Rome suggest, can take many forms and can acquire wider symbolic and ideological meanings (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). “Home-places” can exist at all scales, from the neighborhood to the nation (or “homeland”), consolidating a sense of self and in-group identity (Lenhard & Samanani, 2019). These identity-forming processes are invariably connected by tensions and discourses surrounding the “Other” (Easthope, 2004). For example, far-right groups Page 10 →in Rome and Italy more widely may be seen to mobilize anti-migrant sentiment by instrumentalizing a housing crisis against the backdrop of wider issues related to immigration (Bialasiewicz & Stallone, 2020; Mudu, 2014). Other research defines home as something processual rather than a fixed physical/psychological entity (Blunt & Varley, 2004). For a growing tradition of radical geographical research on the city’s margins, home is continuously made or unmade, in acts of “homing” (Lancione, 2019) that involve multiple materialities.

A parallel focus in the social sciences has increasingly turned to mobilities—the way people, places or “things” move, interrelate or interact through flows. Mobility is central to understanding Rome, its places and spaces, and the connections between nodes within and without. While this encompasses ways of moving in the city, mobility also concerns metaphorical or figurative movement, like social mobility or the transfer of knowledge in informal networks. Particularly in focusing on migration and home/houselessness, we also acknowledge conditions of forced stasis and fixity, of immobility in Rome. Identities, especially those of minorities in the city, are important here, with research demonstrating how mobility and freedom of Black people, for example, is disproportionately affected in normative, white public space (Nicholson, 2016; Embrick & Moore, 2020; Anderson, 2015). Similarly, the freedoms of women, of queer people, of those with disabilities, are deeply conditioned by the social production of urban space along hegemonic lines. From experiences of squatting to migration, from walking to skateboarding, we highlight the ways (im)mobility shapes lives, connections, and access to city resources. Special attention is given to the impact of Covid-19, examining how the pandemic and related controls on movement disproportionately affected certain populations, particularly those reliant on public spaces. We also explore how those Covid controls interlink with other, more generalized, disciplinary technologies imposed on the mobility of individuals, and their implications for freedom, normativity, and power (Tazzioli, 2021; Heller, 2021).

Following Les Back’s (2015) call to take the mundane seriously, we pay close attention to the ordinary encounters that shape the emotional landscape of Rome. The city then emerges not just as an entity of spaces and flows, but as a collection of everyday feelings, constituted by the hopes, Page 11 →passions, frustrations, and ambivalences of its inhabitants. Piazzoni (2021) has previously explored how Bangladeshi workers emplace their own Rome by carrying out their daily lives (working, resting, etc.) within the city’s iconic spaces. Many artistic projects have exemplified how emotions are inextricably linked to our perception of place, as some of the chapters in this book closely explore. Social and spatial research has focused on the importance of affect: the spectrum of emotions and “atmospheres felt through bodies” (Anderson, 2017, 20). Particularly in situations of inequality, affect helps us to see networks of care and sharing, but also the emotional processes of tension and conflict, loneliness and fear. This is illustrated by Emery et al. (2023), who highlight the affective dynamics of everyday life in the context of social inequality and class dynamics. While research on the emotional dimension of urban margins remains relatively limited, Cloke et al. (2008, 260) point out that studying affect can offer “further understanding of neglected cartographies,” providing nuanced perspectives on marginalized people and places.



Rome as “Multiverse”: Religion and Antiquity in the Contemporary City

Inevitably, our choice to prioritize the less-represented realities of Roman life has produced exclusions of our own. One aspect that this volume does not engage with explicitly is religion, in all its intimacies and vernacular expressions. Religious scholar Graham Holderness (2009, 345) writes that Rome is “less like a city, and more like a ‘multiverse’”, referring to the idea borrowed from quantum physics that a collection of many parallel worlds can exist across space and time. The city’s numerous churches, basilicas, synagogues, temples and mosques stand as testaments to the historical and ongoing importance of faith. It is impossible to avoid the importance of religions to the wider city, spiritually and in their functions as hubs of community and identity, even as we move into a new digital, global, and in many ways more secular urban age. At the same time, recent urban research presents directions for critical analysis of religion in the city: for example, the ambivalent role of Catholic organizations in migrant assistance in public places in Rome (Bialasiewicz & Haynes, 2019). Other inquiry has explored Page 12 →the multilayered engagements of young Muslims in the “Bangladeshi community” in Rome (Priori et al., 2024) as well as patterns of prejudice related to religion, for example experiences of gendered Islamophobia (and links to neocolonial strategies) in the city (Panighel, 2023). This is all against the backdrop of wider developments where the role of supposed “Christian values” in defining what/who Europe is (and should be) have come to the fore (Lewicki, 2018). While this emergent research on contemporary religious constellations is important, the role of religion in this book is implicit: it has a more spectral presence. It is refracted through the humanitarian assistance of religious organizations and volunteers supporting poor and unhoused groups, and permeates daily neighborhood life (for example, in Cacciotti’s chapter, one interviewee’s expectations that a “good” district should include a church). Pizzo’s chapter, meanwhile, acknowledges the role played by the Catholic Church’s economic and real estate presence in contributing to the city’s rentier capitalism.

Much like religion, antiquity permeates the accounts in this book without taking center-stage. Rome continues to be primarily associated with its “Ancientness,” in scholarship as much as in its tourist industry branding. Monumental Rome is omnipresent in our chapters as an inescapable force within inhabitants’ kaleidoscopic identities and lived experiences. We trip over and bump into it constantly in our analyses, whether etched into stone (the bridges that homeless people sleep under, or the walls upon which graffiti artists paint) or through more discursive means (for example the application of intersectional anticolonial thought, itself relating to Italian colonialism—often conceived by its progenitors as a 20th century successor to the Roman Empire). Rome’s past imbues every aspect of the lived city: its topography and urban planning, the policy choices of what to protect and what to neglect, its material obstacles to mobility and efficiency, but equally, the opportunities it offers for reinvention and reinterpretation.



Outline of the Contributions

The contributors to this book apply the most recent debates in urban studies—among them decolonial, feminist, and intersectional lenses—to Rome’s recent transformations and current processes. They explore Page 13 →how/whether Rome is responding to international agendas for more sustainable, greener, more walkable and inclusive urbanisms; how infrastructural decay, poverty, and housing deprivation are being addressed formally and informally; what role activist movements (among others) play in refashioning the city and its social interactions. This primary research showcases the specific and granular everyday spaces and practices of the Italian capital, intimately known by the authors, lived in and deeply woven into the fabric of the city.

The book’s first section, “Dwellings and Discontent: Chronicles of Inequality, Habitation, and Resistance,” sheds light on various aspects of Rome’s housing landscape that are often obscured by dominant narratives on spaces and practices of inhabitation. The chapters are diverse but combine to offer a rich exploration of the city’s social dynamics through housing-related challenges faced by its residents. Chapter 1 by Keti Lelo, Salvatore Monni, and Federico Tomassi uses four decades of census data to unpack Rome’s changing demographics and the multilayered inequalities that have emerged or have in some cases been reduced. Offering a foundational lens to view the city in its numerous forms, the authors present a series of their own maps and graphic interpretations of the multiple ‘cities’ of Rome. Among these is the “invisible city,” made up of people outside mainstream housing—homeless, undocumented, living in encampments—who are not properly captured by institutional data that is concerned with looking elsewhere. Chapter 2, investigates the concept of “rentier capitalism” and its impact on Rome. Here, Barbara Pizzo argues that Rome has long been governed around the principle of facilitating wealth-accumulation by certain groups through property ownership and rent extraction. Pizzo traces a history of rentier capitalism in Rome, demonstrating how it has maintained an uneasy relationship with the urban fabric: always evolving and shifting over time, living through each and every phase of rent formation. Rome is therefore paradigmatic of wider urban trends and might serve as a potential warning, although new ways of “overcoming rent” may yet emerge. Subsequently, Chapter 3 explores the concept of a “habitability crisis” and its relationship with Rome’s housing squats. Margherita Grazioli uses ethnographic and archival materials to problematize the way the terminology of housing “emergency” is used to strategically sidestep the fact that Rome’s problem of housing Page 14 →unaffordability is chronic and structural in its causes and effects. The chapter unpacks the genealogies of the city’s contemporary habitability crisis and questions access to the fundamental infrastructures of everyday social reproduction. Grazioli explores how, as alternative home-making movements, housing squats can be bulwarks of solidarity and political resistance in the contemporary city. Following on from this, Chapter 4, by Chiara Cacciotti, explores the aftermath of evictions (sgomberi in Italian) on the lives of former and current squatters in Rome. By examining the lasting affective impacts on individuals and communities who experience eviction, and through advancing the conceptual framework of “evictability”, Cacciotti’s chapter unpacks everyday stories and spatialized power relations that surround housing rights in the city.

“Navigating Crossroads: Control, Mobility, and Marginalization in Contemporary Rome” is our second section, tracing the variable (im)mobilities and technologies of control with their intersections on the urban margins. The setting for Chapter 5, written by Silvia Antinori, is Roma Termini station, a nerve center of the city, as well as a territory entangled with experiences of migration, the governance of public space, and competing visions for urban aesthetics. Antinori explores how migrants experiencing homelessness navigate the complex territory of the station, while being subjected to social and spatial restrictions that force them into variable states of in/visibility. Reflecting its symbolic and material importance as a site of (im)mobility, we stay in Termini for Chapter 6. Here, using urban ethnography and an online film archive by Rome-based collective Termini TV, Will Haynes investigates the considerable impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on everyday life in the station. Alongside policies of so-called decoro urbano that aestheticize and exclude homeless people in a number of ways, Haynes discusses how the pandemic exacerbated the pre-existing challenges experienced by homeless people in Rome. Chapter 7, authored by Lorenzo Mauloni, shifts the focus to Tiburtina station, another major transportation hub. Through ethnographic data collected with refugees and migrants in and around Tiburtina, Mauloni explores how the station and its surrounding neighborhood becomes a place of stuckness, while highlighting the diverse spatial practices and solidarities employed by migrants and those who work alongside them, in a context of ever-increasing restrictions imposed by migration regimes and local Page 15 →government policies. Afterward, in Chapter 8, Francesca Conti critically explores personal reflections on mobility challenges in the city through an auto-ethnography, sharing a first-person account of navigating various locations in Rome with reduced mobility. Told through rich descriptions of walking through and across Rome’s streets, public spaces and parklands, Conti’s chapter adds a crucial, intimate layer to our book, highlighting the role that urban design and awareness of physical limitations can have on everyday life in the city.

The third and final section, “Urban Alchemies: Social Tactics and Remaking Rome” explores a range of responses by which groups and neighborhoods are shaping the city through unconventional means. Many of these innovations are positive and enriching, others more problematic. In Chapter 9, Isabella Clough Marinaro and Federica Nappa provide an overview of the multifaceted world of organized crime in Rome. Using the metaphor of “criminal mosaics,” they explore the trajectories of the city’s various mafias, showing how they differ in their strategic use of the opportunities the capital offers. Making a distinction between those that primarily seek invisibility, investing in the legal economy, and those who make their presence felt in marginalized neighborhoods, it offers a grounded discussion of how home-grown mafias exploit their territorial roots to intimidate city residents and thereby shape the very nature of local communities. The following chapters then draw focus to various forms of solidarity and social movements in Rome, using grounded research to highlight how communities and individuals create more safe, inclusive and equitable spaces in the city and, crucially, express themselves. Chapter 10 shifts to the Ponte della Musica bridge, where Edoardo Guerzoni explores how skateboarding and do-it-yourself (DIY) activism can be a transformative urban practice in changing times. In the skatepark, social norms can be challenged, while creating a sense of belonging and agency for urban youth in the city. In Chapter 11, Raffaella Coletti and Andrea Simone focus on mutual aid with the example of Nonna Roma, a foodbank that also aims at supporting its beneficiaries in processes of socio-occupational reintegration. Through a grounded study of the organization’s activities and expansion during the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the authors show how the practices of mutualism developed, providing an insight into social and economic inequalities throughout Page 16 →Rome and strategies to cope with them. Coletti and Simone also apply a critical, geographical reading of mutualism to the practical approaches aimed at building solidarity and social collaboration in the city. Also working to re-imagine urban futures in the Italian capital, Fabiola Fiocco and Anna Gorchakovskaya provide an interdisciplinary exploration of visual activism in Chapter 12. By examining transfeminist and decolonial artistic interventions in the city through an interdisciplinary lens, the chapter highlights how art serves as a powerful tool for challenging dominant narratives, de-neutralizing and “visibilizing” spaces of historical violence in the city. The artistic initiatives analyzed show how problematic urban sites can be re-signified and counter-mapped by using and inhabiting them in radically different ways. Chapter 13, coauthored by Helton Levy and Eleonora Diamanti, explores the world of graffiti and street art and its intersections with social media, arguing that these creative forms function not only as aesthetic expressions but also as tools for social justice and inclusion. By reclaiming public spaces and challenging dominant narratives, graffiti and street art—when not co-opted by neoliberal processes of gentrification—can foster social change. These art works invite the public to see Rome’s surfaces and built environment in new ways and potentially engender new kinds of connective radical politics that are simultaneously urban and digital.

In the epilogue, anthropologist and poet Cristiana Panella draws together the central themes from the chapters, while highlighting some elements that remain under-explored or absent. Her perspective centers on the material presence of marginalized bodies and the way they impact their surroundings, ethically and physically, despite their epistemic invisibility. Panella also shines light on other instances of invisibilization in the city, such as that currently experienced by anonymous members of Rome’s eroded middle classes who increasingly struggle with precarity and debt, which largely remains unseen by the state, as well as NGOs, activists and scholars. Thus, she reminds us that this city—alluding to its already well-established heterogenous qualities—has always been one where grandeur coexists with decay, exclusion with resilience, and life with death. This concluding chapter opens up to further dialog and critical exploration into a city whose endless layers are both unique and resonate with urban experiences everywhere.




Note


	1For further information on the three events, see:
https://www.ricercaroma.it/una-costituente-per-roma-risvegliare-la-speranza/

https://www.museodelleperiferie.it/pagina/iper-uncentered-paradigma

https://www.comune.roma.it/web/it/notizia.page?contentId=NWS1152115
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Chapter One

Changes in the Roman Districts

Insights from the Censuses, 1981–2021

Keti Lelo, Salvatore Monni, and Federico Tomassi



Arriving at each new city, the traveler finds again a past of his that he did not know he had: the foreignness of what you no longer are or no longer possess lies in wait for you in foreign, unpossessed places.

Italo Calvino (Le città invisibili, 1972)




Introduction

In this chapter, we aim to provide a description and set of spatial representations of the differences that exist in the vast and heterogeneous municipal territory of Rome, as well as their evolution over the last 40 years, in order to stimulate a discussion on the deep social and spatial inequalities that have long characterized the city. Polarizations in Rome can be seen across many different factors (Lelo et al., 2019a; 2019b). Perhaps the most critical divides relate to mortality rates and health status, as well as education, employment, and income. There are also some intersectional factors: gender gaps in the labor market (women are usually more educated but less employed than men), a lack of public spaces in Page 24 →the outskirts (with limited opportunities for civic participation and social interaction), and the phenomenon of urban sprawl in peripheral, car-dependent areas (where public services are more costly and less effective). There appears to be a “deprivation loop” in some disadvantaged areas, which means that if someone is born in a financially challenged household in a neighborhood with limited opportunities to move “up,” their children will be more likely to be poor, less educated, and less healthy if they continue to live there. In short, it is possible to distinguish between groups in the resident population who are able to enjoy the benefits of economic growth and high quality of life, and others excluded from that development and hit hard by economic crises (De Muro et al., 2011; 2012). Opportunities to fully achieve a condition of well-being are not distributed equally across Rome; therefore the potential for development of the city and its inhabitants remains only partially exploited.

We present data from the last five censuses, from 1981 to 2021, identifying seven different “cities” of Rome (Lelo et al., 2021). We aim to describe the complexities of the capital, which, since its proclamation in 1871, has grown tenfold in its physical area and fifteen times in demographic size. This growth was so fast that 92% of the city is not just modern but contemporary (D’Eramo, 2017). We cluster together as distinct “cities” the districts of Rome that have similar urban, demographic, social, and economic characteristics such as family composition, educational levels, employment types, life amenities, accessibility to public services. Each “city,” although not delimited administratively, is perfectly recognizable in its peculiarities and characteristics, in its memories and the stereotypes that concern it. Such definitions, although based on the analysis of real demographic data and actual urban, social, and economic dynamics, are obviously the result of our own interpretation.



The “Seven Cities” of Rome

In this brief description, we will try to bring into focus some ways of visualizing Rome’s social complexities. Unlike the cities described by Marco Polo to Kublai Khan, the Emperor of the Tartars, in Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1972), the “seven cities” of Rome that we will visit through maps and numbers are tangible realities.

Page 25 →The first area is the historical city, associated in popular culture—to the point of cliché—with Rome. It encompasses the ancient city within the Aurelian walls, an area with less than 100,000 residents that represents only 1% of the municipal territory, visited every year by millions of tourists and pilgrims. Residents are constantly decreasing because a high share of real estate is used for short-term rentals (Bei & Celata, 2023; Brollo & Celata, 2023; Herzfeld, 2009) and office spaces. Many of the residents are single and elderly individuals, and there is a comparatively high share of foreign-born people. The area also offers many cultural facilities as well as lots of restaurants, effective public transportation, and squares to meet up.

Second, we identify the affluent city. This encapsulates some of the northern districts, EUR’s business center and the mansions along the ancient Appian way. With about 430,000 residents, this area includes many university graduates, highly qualified professionals, and students. Unemployment rates are low, as are the levels of social hardship. Accommodation opportunities include large and expensive housing, but public services are often limited, especially in neighborhoods distant from the center.

The third city identified through our mapping is the compact city (Conticelli, 2020; Dantzig & Saaty, 1973). This includes the first intensive belt of neighborhoods built around the city center during the first half of the 20th century, as well as the seaside district of Ostia. With about 1 million residents, on average more elderly than elsewhere, this is the most densely inhabited area, characterized by a scarce presence of green areas but extensive public transportation, a good range of shops and services, and plenty of opportunities for social interaction.

Fourth comes the hardship city, which includes large areas of public housing (Puccini & Tomassi, 2019) and informal neighborhoods (borgate) (Cellamare, 2014b; Coppola, 2018). About 425,000 residents live in these places, often trapped in a vicious cycle of childhood poverty, low education levels, unemployment, health problems, and crime (Gallie et al., 2003). Family size is on average larger than elsewhere, the shares of young people and foreign-born residents are higher as well, and the average living space is smaller (arguably resulting in higher Covid-19 infection at the beginning of the pandemic) (Lelo et al., 2023).

Page 26 →The fifth city is the car-dependent city, or the second extensive peripheral belt developed during the second half of the 20th century beyond the compact city, along the ring road (Grande Raccordo Anulare—GRA) and highways (Cellamare, 2014a). This area is home to about 600,000 residents and its population is progressively increasing (+70% from 1981). Residents are younger than the city average, with a high incidence of high school graduates, an average employment rate, and a smaller share of foreign-born residents. Neighborhoods are characterized by the presence of many big malls, and a low level of accessibility to public transportation, especially by subway or railway.

The sixth is defined as the rural city: it consists of Rome’s most distant outskirts situated in the Agro romano (the historical agricultural surroundings of Rome) (Egidi et al., 2020; Lelo, 2016). This area has about 180,000 residents and has grown rapidly in recent decades: by +250% since 1981. Generally, this is an area of very low population density, typically home to large families, very young people, large green areas, and very few services (schools, shops, cultural amenities, public transportation).

Finally, an unaccounted-for seventh city exists too. This is the invisible city, which spans the whole area of Rome. It is the city of homeless people, migrants, squatters, Roma settlements, and imprisoned people, as well as socially and economically disadvantaged individuals, by nature difficult (or impossible) to measure through official statistics, and often neglected by mainstream politics, mass media coverage, and public awareness.

We can analyze trends in how the “six cities” have evolved (excluding the seventh invisible city, which we will discuss later in this chapter) thanks to the five population censuses carried out by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) from 1981 to 2021, which provide detailed data at the level of districts.1 The latest census, released in 2023, is the first iteration of a new system of permanent and ongoing census data collection (ISTAT, 2023). Such data allow us to have a comprehensive picture of the social, demographic, and economic conditions of Roman citizens, in terms of both the current situation and the dynamics of the last 40 years. These decades have been a period of fast and extensive urban spatial expansion although the population generally has not grown since the 1990s, remaining stable at about 2.8–2.9 million people (Lelo et al., 2024b). However, the distribution of the population has not remained Page 27 →constant everywhere in Rome: it has decreased in the historical, affluent, and compact cities, while it has increased in the car-dependent city and notably skyrocketed in the rural city, because of urban sprawl around and outside the ring road.


[image: Map of Roman districts clustered in the “six cities”]
Map 1.1.Six “Cities” of Rome. Source: Lelo et al. (2021).


The average number of members per household has decreased everywhere, with no significant differences among urban areas, in parallel with the shrinking size of families all over Italy (ISTAT, 2022). In 2021, households ranged from 2.3 members in the rural city and about 2.2 in the hardship and car-dependent cities, to 2 in the affluent and compact cities, and 1.75 in the historical city.Page 30 →Page 29 →Page 28 →
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Figure 1.1.Population Density, 1981–2021. (a) Residents per hectare. (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.
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Figure 1.2.Average Size of Household, 1981–2021. (a) Average number of household members. (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.
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Figure 1.3.Average Age of Residents, 1981–2021. (a) Average age. (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.



Page 31 →At the same time, the average age of residents has increased everywhere, especially in the hardship and car-dependent cities, and to a lesser extent in the historical and affluent cities, in parallel with aging patterns nationally. In 2021, the average age ranged from more than 48 years old in the historical city, 47 in the affluent and compact cities, to about 45 in the hardship and car-dependent cities, and less than 42 in the rural city.

Foreigners (i.e., residents without Italian citizenship) increased everywhere too, but to a lesser extent in the historical city (where their share was already high in 1991), and most in the hardship city where houses are more affordable for low-income people. Now, in 2021, the historical city still ranks first (about 20%), sharply higher than in the hardship city (14%), the affluent, compact, and rural cities (11–12%), while the car-dependent city comes last (less than 10%). This is reasonable given the dispersion of foreigners in Rome, based on their countries of origin and jobs. Notably, in the historical city—besides rich foreigners involved in academic, religious or diplomatic activities—many people from the Middle East and Asia live close to their businesses or shops, and other Asian or Latin American domestic workers live in proximity to affluent households where they are employed (Crisci & Santurro, 2023).



Education, Employment, and Gender Gaps from 1981 to 2021

We shall now focus on education levels, employment rates, and gender gaps (Lelo et al., 2024a), since these issues relate closely to people’s quality of life and the opportunities open to them (Sen, 1999). In short, the high school graduation rate increased everywhere, with huge improvements in the hardship and rural cities, although from very low starting levels. However, gaps between affluent and poor districts are not narrowing. The employment rate increased everywhere too, notably thanks to the female workforce, although 2021 figures are obviously affected by the economic crisis due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Gender gaps in both graduation and employment decreased everywhere, but women are still more educated and less employed than men throughout Rome.

The level of education has been steadily increasing over these 40 years. In 1981, almost half of Romans over the age of six had only completedPage 32 → Page 33 →elementary school or had no formal education, and less than 7% had a university degree. This percentage quickly rose to just under 9% in 1991, 15% in 2001, over 20% in 2011, and almost 26% in 2021. During the same period, the number of high school graduates doubled from 19% to 39%, meaning that two-thirds of Romans now have a secondary education diploma or university degree. Conversely, the percentage of Romans with only a middle school diploma decreased from 28% to 22%, while those with only an elementary school diploma or no formal education dropped to less than one-third of the 1981 value, from 46% to 13.5%. In absolute terms, the increase of university graduates has shown a continuous acceleration over the last 40 years: 172,000 in 1981, 225,000 in 1991, 360,000 in 2001, 497,000 in 2011, and 654,000 in 2021.
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Figure 1.4.Foreign residents, 1981–2021. (a) Share of foreign residents. (b) percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.


The number of university graduates has also consistently grown from 1981 to 2021 in all urban areas, with a pronounced increase in the hardship and rural cities. However, existing disparities within Rome are not narrowing. In 1981, graduation rates among the population over the age of 20 were 19% in the affluent city and 13% in the historical city, increasing to 44% and 40%, respectively, in 2021. During the same period, the number of graduates in the compact and car-dependent cities has grown more than fourfold, from about 6% to 26–30%, in line with the Roman average. Meanwhile, in the hardship and rural cities, graduates increased from very low values of 2–3% to 17–18%. If we focus only on the last 10 years, from 2011 to 2021, the increase in university graduates is significant in the hardship city (+49%) and in the rural city (+42%), starting from very low values, although the Roman average remains distant. There is a comparatively smaller increase in the compact city (+32%) and the car-dependent city (+27%), while the growth is limited in the affluent city (+9%) and even more so in the historical city (+3%), although they started from much higher rates.

The employment rate, like education, has significantly increased in 2021 compared to 1981, although with a more varied trend, likely influenced by the collapse of employment in the city between 2020 and 2021 due to the pandemic (Lelo et al., 2021). For this reason, the data should be considered with caution. In 1981 and 1991, just less than one out of two people of working age was employed (49%), while in 2011 this value had risen to 64.5%, then experiencing a slight decline to just above 62% inPage 34 → Page 35 →2021. In absolute terms, the number of employed individuals has steadily increased: 941,000 in 1981, 970,000 in 1991, 1.003 million in 2001, 1.08 million in 2011, almost 1.1 million in 2021. Census data for 2021 do not include the unemployment rate, but according to city-level figures, it has continued its downward trend from 16.6% in 1981 to a peak of 18.6% in 1981, then decreasing to 11.1% in 2001, 9.2% in 2011, and further to 8.8% in 2021.
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Figure 1.5.University Graduates, 1981–2021. (a) Share of university graduates. (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.


The employment rate has followed a very similar trend in all urban areas from 1981 to 2021, with two exceptions. Between 1981 and 1991 the historical city shows a clear decline, while between 2011 and 2021 the historical and the affluent cities reveal a more significant reduction compared to other areas. The historical city, therefore, has had a limited increase in employment, from 55% in 1981 to 67% in 2011 and then to 58% in 2021, moving from first to last place. The affluent city has also seen a modest increase, from 52% in 1981 and 1991 to 68% in 2011 and then 62.5% in 2021. In other urban areas, the increase has been much more substantial: the compact city from 48–49% in 1981 and 1991 to 64–65% in 2011 and 2021; the hardship city from 46% in 1981 and 1991 to 60% in 2011 and 2021; the car-dependent city from 49% in 1981 to 63% in 2021; the rural city from 49% in 1981 to 62% in 2021. Except the historical and the affluent cities, whose trends could derive from statistical distortions, in other urban areas the increase of employment rates is similar and consistent with the analogous growth all over Italy (ISTAT, 2024).

Differences between men and women in terms of access to education and employment have progressively diminished in Rome from 1981 to 2021, although to varying extents. The increase in female graduates over the last 40 years has been substantial. In 1981, out of 172,000 university graduates, only 62,000 were women, just 36% of the total. In 2011, the number of female graduates in Rome had risen to 265,000 compared to 232,000 men, constituting 53% of the total. Ten years later, in 2021, female graduates are now 356,000, almost 100,000 more, compared to 298,000 men. The gap has further increased, and today female graduates in Rome represent 54.5% of the total. Despite this increase in female graduates compared to males, employment continues to favor men. In 1981, out of 941,000 employed Romans, only 317,000 were women, just 34% of the total. However, by 2011, employed women in Rome had increasedPage 37 →Page 36 → Page 38 →significantly to 507,000, compared to 573,000 men (a decrease from 30 years earlier), reaching 47% of the total. Ten years later, in 2021, the percentage of women among the total employed remains the same (47%), with 515,000 women compared to 581,000 men.
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Figure 1.6.Employment Rate (15–64 Years), 1981–2021. (a) Employment rate). (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.
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Figure 1.7.Gender Gap in Education, 1981–2021. (a) Difference between the percentage of female and male graduates. (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.


The above reduction of gender differences has proceeded quite similarly in all urban areas. Regarding university degrees, in 1981 there was a male prevalence everywhere. This was stronger where graduates were above the Roman average, namely in the affluent city (almost 16 percentage points) and the historical city (10 points), and more limited where graduates were few, such as in the hardship and rural cities (1–2 points), with intermediate values in the compact and car-dependent cities (4 points). By 2001, the hardship and rural cities had reached a slight prevalence of female graduates. In 2021, only the affluent city maintains a male prevalence (3 points), and in the historical city there is parity. In the rest of Rome, female graduates outnumber males, from 1 percentage point in the compact city to 2 in the hardship and car-dependent cities, up to almost 4 in the rural city.

Regarding employment in 1981, female disadvantage was huge everywhere, with a relatively better situation in the historical and affluent cities (30–31 percentage points), followed by the compact, car-dependent, and hardship cities (about 40 points), ending with the worst data in the rural city (a staggering 47 points). Over the last 40 years, differences have steadily decreased in all areas, converging toward similar values. In 2021, the minimum is still in the historical and affluent cities (about 9 percentage points), a little more in the compact and car-dependent cities (about 10 points), and the maximum in the hardship and rural cities (13–15 points). This increase of female employment is consistent with growth all over Italy.



The Seventh Rome: The Invisible City

The above “six cities” are described through quantitative indicators using criteria of homogeneity or similarity, while the seventh, the invisible city, refers to what we cannot properly measure through statistical data. Thousands of people live on the margins of the city and society because of their socioeconomic, juridical or ethnic status, so that they escape statistical surveys and require specific studies, which tend to be implementedPage 39 → Page 40 →on a case-by-case basis (Borderon et al., 2021; Flanagan & Hancock, 2010). What we refer to here is a city that is often invisible to administrative data collection and difficult to describe with numbers and maps, since it involves people who are not officially resident, or are homeless, without stable housing (Bonadonna, 2009; Mudu, 2014), asylum-seekers or refugees, living in protracted liminal states marked by intense vulnerability (Clough Marinaro, 2022).
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Figure 1.8.Gender Gap in Employment, 1981–2021. (a) Difference between female and male employment rates (15–64 years). (b) Percentage change. Source: own elaboration on ISTAT census data.


For the first time ever, the 2021 census includes data about Italian or foreign-born individuals not living in mainstream housing, but it only counts those who are formally resident in the municipality and appear in administrative databases. In Rome there are 22,184 homeless resident people (15,000 men and over 7,000 women, including 3,200 minors), 2,595 people living in authorized or unauthorized settlements (half of whom are men and half are women, including 1,150 minors), and 2,306 people living in reception centers for immigrants (1,800 men and 500 women).2 In order to provide more information about them, in Map 1.2 we schematically highlight the most significant nodes of the invisible city.

Termini and Tiburtina railway stations are notable places with a strong and continuous presence of homeless people and migrants (Caritas, 2023; 2024; Nonna Roma, 2022). Both stations are explored as sites of marginality elsewhere in this book (Chapters 5, 6 & 7). Official reception centers are other significant locations, depending on their capacity, providing assistance to homeless people through ordinary services and emergency ones in the winter, and to migrants usually crowded in shelters placed in the most disadvantaged outskirts (Caritas, 2023; 2024; Nonna Roma, 2022). Although not represented in the map, other services are managed by various associations and organizations: soup kitchens, laundries, counseling and anti-violence facilities, healthcare, and legal aid. Third, we see the largest squatted buildings, which are only a small part of the self-organized housing experiences offering hospitality to both foreign and Italian squatters who share the same conditions of marginality (Gainsforth, 2021; Grazioli, 2021; Chapters 3 and 4, this volume). Fourth are authorized and unauthorized settlements inhabited mostly by Roma people, with more than 5,000 people constantly moving between different urban areas, due to continuous evictions (Clough Marinaro & Solimene, 2020; Stasolla, 2021). Fifth, we have the two overcrowded Page 41 →prisons of Rebibbia and Regina Coeli, including some mothers with children living in cells, besides the minors in the Casal del Marmo juvenile detention facility (Antigone, 2023). Finally, there are many other groups of socially marginalized women, men, and children all over the city, who are often “invisible” to administrators, mass media, and the other citizens. These include elderly people living alone in economic precarity, disabled people (often forced to stay at home due to the grave architectural barriers of the city—see Chapter 8 this volume), minors experiencing difficult family conditions trapped in the “deprivation loop,” some sex workers and victims of sex trafficking accommodated in shelters, women who have suffered violence, families living in substandard housing.
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Map 1.2.The Seventh Rome: The Invisible City. Source: Lelo et al. (2021). Lelo K., Monni S., Tomassi F., Le sette Rome © 2021, Donzelli, Roma.


Page 42 →Additionally, all over Italy, the long-lasting effects of the Covid-19 pandemic have further deteriorated this situation since 2020 (Pasqui & Petrillo, 2022). For individuals living in conditions of spatial and social marginalization—notably low-skilled, precarious, irregular or migrant workers, as well as homeless people—the risk of contagion was higher, due to manual jobs that are unsuitable for remote work, reliance on public transportation for commuting, lack of adequate social distancing space at home, on the streets, in occupied buildings, in camps or in prison cells (Lelo et al., 2023).



Concluding Remarks

In light of this analysis, it is important to ask which policies are suitable for Rome. Social and economic divides are not only present in the outskirts and among the less affluent social strata, but also within what was once the “middle class.” This evidence has clear implications for local public policies, which should work to reduce heterogeneity among neighborhoods, promote the diffusion of growth benefits everywhere in the city, and support development opportunities throughout the municipal territory. These conclusions clearly do not apply to Rome only, but at least to all the major European cities. Territorial disparities within urban areas—between districts, as well as between core cities and their hinterlands—are a global phenomenon, as the positive and negative externalities of urban agglomerations often affect different segments of society unevenly. Social and economic segregation has intensified, due to widening spatial disparities between the wealthy and the underprivileged, mirroring growing income inequality, global connectedness, retrenchment of the welfare state, and the liberalization of housing systems (Musterd et al., 2017).

Some of the dynamics we have highlighted are influenced by long-term urban planning choices (or lack thereof). However, many issues can be addressed through both material and immaterial public investments, by concentrating resources on a few prioritized, targeted, and effective projects. They need to be implemented by different levels of government, supported by civic engagement and local associations, encouraging citizen participation as much as possible. Numerous positive energies thrive in the city, particularly in peripheral districts, including civic hubs, Page 43 →collective gyms, homework clubs and educational support networks (scuole popolari), cultural and musical performances, and various networks of associations that operate locally (DICEA & Fairwatch, 2022). These are all elements that embody significant assets for the city and should be recognized and enhanced. Such policies can be viewed as genuine “social investments,” aimed at tackling numerous and widespread inequalities related to welfare, healthcare, housing, education, training, labor market, gender disparities, and cultural offerings.

On one hand, these projects should be place-based, focused on neighborhoods that most strongly experience a reduction of opportunities due to scarce levels of education, high school dropout rates, low participation in the labor market, high unemployment, inadequate healthcare prevention, gaps between men and women, and lack of public services and spaces.3 On the other hand, more resources and better services should be focused on “invisible people,” in order to reduce their marginalization, provide facilities to homeless people and migrants, implement effective housing policies, enable Roma people to lead a normal life outside of settlements, reduce overcrowding in prisons, and help vulnerable children, women, and the elderly.



Notes


	1www.istat.it/it/archivio/285267 (in Italian).

	2www.istat.it/it/archivio/278826 (in Italian).

	3Many proposals are contained in the thematic reports of the Roma Ricerca Roma association, available online in Italian www.ricercaroma.it/proposte.
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Chapter two

The City of Rent

Rome as the Capital of Rentier Capitalism


Barbara Pizzo


Foreword

In a widely watched Italian TV talk show, a prominent journalist1 asserted that “our Republic is founded on rent.”2 It is hard to gauge how many people were impacted by this casual statement, considering its implications: a reinterpretation of the first article of the Italian Constitution that not only contradicts and undermines that initial article but, either directly or indirectly, challenges the very essence of the Constitution. However, if the assertion holds true and Italy is indeed a Republic founded on rent, Rome might suitably assume the role of its capital in every sense. To understand Rome necessitates an understanding of the “logics of rent”—but also, conversely, Rome offers a clear picture of what rentierism means for a city.



Introduction

Commonly, “rent” means the (regular) payment for using someone else’s property (a piece of land, a house, a space on the internet). “Rent” is used also to name the sum that can be received (annually) from both the lease Page 48 →of properties and as final dividend of various investments. Rent is also produced, or increased, for example turning a greenfield into a building site. Through time, we have witnessed the expansion of contexts where rent is extracted (e.g., virtual space for e-commerce platforms), but independently from their “distance” from the physical, material space, each form of rent always has a spatial impact. Here, the term “rent” is used to refer to both the mechanism of production or increase in value and the result (i.e., the product) of that mechanism. In both cases, various factors, when combined, contribute to the formation of rent. This combination can be plainly seen as an opportunity but can also be strategically constructed by private and public actors guided by a particular behavior defined as “rent seeking.” This refers to the search for rent opportunities primarily aimed at capturing value increases (which may have purposes that go beyond mere appropriation and accumulation—such as reinvestment, redistribution, or recapitalization—Camagni, 2012). The number of actors directly involved in this mechanism is growing as it becomes a key mode of capitalist reproduction, to the extent that the concept of “rentier capitalism” has been introduced (Demir, 2007; Christophers, 2020; Sadowski, 2020). It is an oxymoron, it might have been said not too long ago, that speaks to the epochal transformation of capitalism. Hence, the need to delve into the transformations of rent: its mechanisms of production and value increase, the new domains of capture, the emerging actors, the spread of a “logic” of action, and, not least, the relationship with other factors of production, especially labor.

Thus, after a brief introduction and an essential questioning of the meaning and the functions of rent in the present time, in this chapter I will show how the logics of rent that shaped Rome since its constitution as the capital of Italy are now increasingly shared, intersecting different societal groups and interests and imposing themselves as a main and real driver of any choice related to the city. Contemporary Rome represents what a city dominated by the logics of rent might be(come). I will do this in light of Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, which in my view applies perfectly to the spreading of rent logics. Its negative effects are increasingly visible in Rome, but also in most of Europe, especially in historic cities, and variously in most cities worldwide. Rome indicates a direction that could be avoided, through counter-hegemonic thinking Page 49 →about urban development models, which necessarily mobilizes our interpretation of the city and its heritage.

In his book Rentier Capitalism: Who owns the economy, and who pays for it? Brett Christophers (2020) observes the expanding yet insufficiently acknowledged diversity of rent and its multiplying forms in the 21st century. At the same time, he rightly affirms that “good old-fashioned rent” (let’s call it thus, to make the matter a little lighter)—that is land and financial rents—have not faded away. On the contrary, “rentierism has proven itself to be incredibly stubborn. It is a much more important phenomenon to contemporary capitalism than Marx or Keynes could ever have imagined, and that mainstream economics allows” (Christophers, 2020, 41–42). In his work, Christophers relates the spread of rentierism to the diversification of forms of rent. From a different research path, I have focused on the urban implications of the expansion of rentierism within contemporary societies: I consider widespread rentier behaviors as a key component of the success of rentier capitalism, and as one of its main drivers (Pizzo, 2023). In my view rentier capitalism affirms itself because rentier logics became dominant, and they became dominant because of the affirmation of rentier capitalism. From this viewpoint, “structure” and “agency” factors (Giddens, 1984) intertwine in a way that resembles the famous question regarding which came first: chicken or egg. Structures are important, but there is a space for agency that we must acknowledge. If we do not acknowledge it, the space for actual change reduces dramatically.

Nonetheless, to problematize rentier “behaviors” is a rather slippery issue, since one risks being accused of moralism. Indeed, my intention was (and still is) not of a moral order although, similarly to Christophers (2020), I do not think rent is “right.” But neither do I want to say that “rent is wrong” in abstract terms, for example because it is an income which is not earned3 (although it can derive from private intergenerational accumulation of wealth which contributes to the reproduction and worsening of inequalities more than income differences between various classes—Piketty, 2014). Nor do I argue that all people who live off rent are to be blamed, because there are rentiers and rentiers: it is (as always) also a matter of distribution.

I am interested in understanding the why and the how of urban transformations as they occur. My critique addresses a specific phenomenon Page 50 →that has specific socio-spatial effects: the phenomenon is the spreading of rent behaviors among a growing number of people. Some of them probably do not even know they have become rentiers: in their view they are simply earning (obtaining) money in a way that is possible—sometimes it is their only income, and for some, there is a moment when they start thinking that it is their only available possibility. This is why I think that the issue of rent as un-earned money does not necessarily connect with a moral dimension, but instead with the socio-economic system we have to “swim” in. Rentier capitalism tends to cut away, to erase or to shadow other possible economies and other possible lifestyles. It is (perceived as) the “end of work,” not as a free socio-political choice (and much less as a form of liberation, related, for example, to the progressive reduction of working hours, the realization of the famous claim “work less, but work for all”),4 but as the result of the dis-human transformations of work and of working conditions (the development of a trend which continuously produces sub-qualified or non-qualified jobs), and of an increasingly unequal distribution of wealth through long-lasting accumulation processes. Contemporary Rome mirrors all these changes quite evidently.

In Rome, rent is perceived as a lifejacket by a growing number of people who accumulated a certain wealth, especially in the previous generations (i.e., through their parents and grandparents) and now move to rent extraction as their preferred (compared with other job opportunities) or their “only” means to live (when there is no job at all). This is not a minor change. I interpret it as a profound, quasi-anthropological metamorphosis with effects at all possible levels: at the social, cultural, economic levels, at the political level (and this is quite underestimated as an issue), and at the urban level, which is my starting point and specific perspective. Looking at Rome, it seems that we have reached a turning point, a critical moment where the emerging risk is that instead of “living off rent”—as a growing number of people seem to think they can do—we might actually die from rent. In Rome, this increasingly “common” orientation appeared long ago.5 Rome is where the concept of “rentier capitalism” emerged before being conceptualized as such (Pizzo, 2023).6 Analyzing urban transformations in Rome makes clear what it means (spatially, socially, and politically) for a city to turn to the various and interconnected forms of rent. However, the economy of rent, which has Page 51 →been recognized as a peculiar feature of Rome’s development for years, is now showing the trajectory that an increasing number of cities worldwide are following.



Rentierism in Rome is a Tradition

In Rome, rent has played a key role in urban development since it became the capital of Italy in 1871 (Insolera, 2019 [1962]). Many scholars dedicated their explorations to understanding the city’s peculiar “growth without development,”7 and most of them explained it evidencing the role of rent and the predominance of rentier logics (Natoli, 1954; Insolera, 2019 [1962], 1980; Della Seta & Berlinguer, 1960; Della Seta et al., 1963; Della Seta & Della Seta 1988; Tocci 2009, 2020). From seminal and more recent studies it emerges that in Rome the immense rents primarily generated by real estate speculations (land rents in particular) have been permitted or legitimized by urban planning since the last three decades of the 19th century to please the interests of ruling elites. Moreover, they were not used for productive investments (at least not in the same territory), even during phases of strong economic growth. In a city that had not experienced the socio-spatial effects of industrial capitalism, urban rent entered the primary and then the secondary circuit of accumulation (Harvey, 1974, 1982; Gotham, 2009)—a modality that has only more recently emerged in other cities.

Rent has been and still is the objective or, more precisely, the political bargaining chip and the economic tool to maintain a specific “urban regime” (d’Albergo & Moini, 2015). In fact, following Clarence Stone’s theory (1989), which highlights the crucial role that informal networks of political and economic elites play in shaping urban policies and decision-making processes, we have conceptualized as such the relatively stable network of stakeholders’ interaction in Rome. In the capital of Italy, this network is composed primarily of landowners, developers, investors, local institutions, public and private enterprises, as well as national politicians and government officials. What has emerged is the relative stability or, better, the continuity of the Roman “urban regime” which seems to persist despite discontinuity at the political level, thus evidencing that the reasons to “collaborate” are stronger than political views and ideologies. Page 52 →Significantly, the particular form of collaboration has been defined as “collusive” (although not employed in its strict legal meaning), and it is oriented mainly to produce and to capture rent in its different forms (see, for example, Esposto et al., 2021; d’Albergo et al., 2018), which means maintaining the same socio-economic system that characterized the city so far, slowing down or opposing any real proposed change. As with any other socio-economic and socio-spatial relationship, rent (which derives from, and mainly is, a social relation)8 co-produces “its own” city. Rome mirrors that city, “the city of rent.” Only recently have we been able to understand the various forms and meanings that rent can take on and how, adapting to local traits,9 capitalism produces “its own” (urban) space, with local-specific modes of accumulation. Empirical analyses are thus essential to understand the particular modalities in which rent logics materialize. In Rome, rent has always represented the main “fraction of capital”10 within its specific accumulation model, depending mostly on rent formation and capture.

Rome has experienced each and every phase of rent formation and its related spatial strategies. Following a periodization proposed by Anne Haila (1990) and in order to contribute to the new rent theory she strongly advanced throughout her scholarly life, I adapt that periodization to frame the case of Rome. In the framework outlined below, we can follow the changes that have occurred in the realm of rent both at the conceptual level (how rent is defined according to the main economic interpretation in each phase), and in the real world (looking at the actual modalities in which rent emerges). Needless to say, the two dimensions, the conceptual and the material, co-produce each other. For the case of Rome, I consider four phases (synthetized in Pizzo, 2023, 174–177).



Temporal Coordinates to Understand Rent Transformations

In Rome, the first phase goes from Haila’s “phase of consensus” to that “of transition.” It corresponds to the historical era of post–Second World War reconstruction up to the 1970s (with some extensions into the early 1980s). At that time, the main interest was for absolute rent, due to the large quantity of agricultural land converted into construction sites, forming Page 53 →scattered nuclei far from the central built area.11 But at the same time there is also the spreading of marginal rent, which is generated by the progressive expansion of the built-up areas from all around its margins outwards—the so-called “macchia d’olio”12 model of growth. This phenomenon has been considered by most urban scholars as a sign of Rome’s weak urban planning, which has always prioritized the interests of landowners and real estate actors over the definition of any specific direction or limit on city growth,13 and over any possible alternative development model.

The second phase for Rome goes from Haila’s “phase of transition” to that “of rupture.” This corresponds to the 1980s. At that time, the opportunities for marginal rent multiplied, thanks to a peculiar strategy of rent formation.14 But the interest in differential rent (particularly, value increases and their capture in the more consolidated part of the built environment) started to be understood as more profitable, and to become predominant. We will see how the “rediscovery” of the historical city center and of its heritage played a fundamental role in that shift (Pizzo, 2024).

Haila’s work was published in 1990 and ended with the “phase of rupture.” I have updated it by adding two more phases, which, with the necessary adaptations, help me understand the case of Rome. The third phase in Rome goes from that “of rupture” to a phase that I defined as “of oblivion.” It corresponds substantially to the 1990s. In this phase each form of value increase and every form of rent formation was pursued, thanks also to major national-level changes in urban and spatial planning, which mirrored a new, clear orientation toward producing the conditions for value capture and rent extraction. The logics of rent seemed to have become just “inevitable.” Rent was no longer questioned, and almost disappeared from scholarly as well as from political discussions. The “polycentric model” of Rome’s new Master Plan (Nuovo Piano Regolatore Generale, 2008) proved to be, in practice, a powerful multiplier of rent in its various forms (Pizzo & Di Salvo, 2015; d’Albergo et al., 2018; Pizzo, 2021). In this phase, urban infrastructures and “large-scale projects” (often related to mega-events, with the related exceptional funding) started to be taken into consideration for their rent increase potentialities. This orientation led to the following phase, the one in which we are immersed today.

I define the fourth phase as that “of pervasiveness.” Large-scale projects and major events (e.g., the Catholic Jubilees of 2000 and 2025), along Page 54 →with supra-local policies that have direct effects on urban space15 or have indirect impacts on it (e.g., the digital platform economy, financial policies, mortgages, and very low interest rates), add to, and combine with, the processes of “ordinary” urban transformation, multiplying the opportunities and types of rent. Thus, in Rome rent has become increasingly diverse and pervasive, concerning all the different parts of the city in ever new and diverse combinations.



A Peculiar Heritage: Rentierism

The relations between heritage and rent in Rome are tight and multifaceted. Rome’s rentierism can be considered a peculiar part of its urban heritage, in the sense that it has shaped the urban environment for more than a century and a half, also contributing to the low architectural and urban quality of contemporary Rome. At the same time, the historical stratification of values that constitute the urban heritage, together with a certain disposition of Italian families to convey wealth through real estate properties—which explains the attitude of investing savings into the same market and increasingly in those neighborhoods where rent opportunities are higher— substantially contributed to the affirmation of rentierism.

Artistic and cultural values embedded in the historic city center are key components within the formation and the increase of differential rents in particular, which derives from the “uniqueness” and the “preferability” of a site compared to others.16 We should underline that, especially in more recent times, this type of differential rent can be much higher than absolute rent, obtained through the transformation of agricultural land for building purposes (Pizzo 2023, 106 & 112). The key turning point was probably the 1980s. It was at that time that Rome’s historic center underwent major transformations. It started to become the focus of new investments, with processes of (relative) concentration of properties, not in the hands of large international investors as happened in most cities (and more recently in Rome too), but in the hands of affluent families well-rooted in the Roman environment (among them the heirs of old aristocracy but also the so-called “palazzinari”).17 Dilapidated housing was renovated in the wake of urban recovery programs, after being purchased Page 55 →sometimes for negligible sums. In fact, this happened after a long period of decay, when old residents, tired of their old homes, moved to newly built neighborhoods after having accepted modest sums of money, but sufficient to purchase one or more houses in the suburbs (Esposito, 2023, 194). The idea that not only real estate in abstract terms, but also the place where you live(d), could be the source of some sort of rent had been alien to common people, but started to spread, making rentier logic increasingly entrenched and more diffuse.

The population of the historic city center has changed rather dramatically since then. A long-lasting process of transformation of the social fabric occurred that was no less “structural” than the physical transformation of its heritage, and that led over time to what we see today: a depopulated “historic center,” the built environment of historical value mainly used for temporary accommodation, with “temporary” populations that rarely build any relationship with places. Productive and commercial spaces have increasingly adapted to the demand of non-residents, which typically have a higher spending capacity, making the historic center increasingly unaffordable and, also, unfamiliar to its former inhabitants. The city that most people living in the outskirts (which can mean more than 15–20 km away from the center) experience is deeply different from the city that the more privileged know: a dream (or a nightmare) for some; the place where many study or work, reached through almost-unhuman commuting times and conditions; the place where others go out at night, to participate in cultural life once in a while, or to meet friends for dinner. What we see now can be traced back to that specific period when the “valorization” of the historic center (Choay, 1996), along with the corresponding extraction of value, became a main way to maximize rent, which is nonetheless produced in its various forms in the different parts of the city.18

The urban history of Rome has always had to contend with its immense historical heritage, and, at the same time, through choices and interventions, both direct and indirect, this heritage has consistently shaped the fate of the city. Due to its history, configuration, structure, and functioning, every intervention in the historic center should be evaluated and measured for its implications and effects on the rest of the city, and vice versa. This relationship is crucial but dramatically underestimated.




The Wretched Relation Between Rentierism and Touristification and the Death of the City

From the first decade of the 21st century in particular, an increasing number of people who still lived in the city center (where they had often lived all their lives) started leaving their neighborhoods or seriously considered leaving because of the rapid worsening of overall living conditions there. Prices and affordability are fundamental aspects of livability, and they must be considered together with the conflicting needs, paying capacity, and lifestyles of “temporary residents” and tourists. Tourism is a prominent phenomenon in Europe, especially in historic cities, and to varying extents in all capital cities worldwide. Tourism has long been focused on more for its economic importance than for its socio-spatial impacts. Similarly to the other most important cultural tourist destinations such as Venice and Florence, it is currently among the most debated and contentious issues in Rome, which incorporates all these most desired characteristics: a historic, Mediterranean, capital city. Not least, as the heart of the Catholic Church, Rome has always been the destination of multiple different kinds of tourism, starting with pilgrims centuries ago. However, until the last decades of the 20th century, upon their arrival those visitors would find a vibrant and lively social fabric, engaging with and establishing relationships with locals during their stay. Tourism and temporary residency become an issue when they turn out to be the primary, almost exclusive use of an increasing part of the city. In Rome’s historic center, it is now almost the only form of residency, that previous lively social fabric now having disintegrated. This transformation has occurred with the increasing conversion of the building stock for tourist uses and the rise and spread of the practice of “short-term rentals” (STR) among property owners.

The STR phenomenon as we know it today was not yet in place in the 1980s and 1990s, but even then, some characteristics emerged that significantly impacted the choices of real estate market actors, making the historic center less and less accessible to ordinary residents. In addition to a much higher spending capacity, populations temporarily living in Rome were already seen as less risky than other potential tenants in terms of payment regularity, maintenance, and perhaps most importantly, their willingness to return the property.19 The rise of digital platforms Page 57 →managing STR in Rome adds to that existing situation. Indeed, the real estate market in some of the neighborhoods most affected by STR, such as the Prati district, as well as parts of the historic center nearer to government offices, is characterized by the presence of temporary resident-workers as much as, if not more than, actual tourists. Remarkably, in those areas the Covid-19 pandemic does not seem to have produced significant changes (Pizzo, 2021; Pizzo et al., 2021).

If tourism-led transformation of cities, commonly referred to as their “touristification,” is among the most contentious urban issues since it is leading to irreversible metamorphosis, its features and processes require us to consider rent and the impact of the rentier economy as an additional analytical perspective. The transformation of an increasingly broad segment of the active population into rentiers is among the most contentious aspects, fostering the belief that such a transformation is achievable for everyone—to the extent that the concept of “rentier populism” has been introduced (Mazzuca, 2021).



Concluding Remarks

Rome demonstrates that the economy of rent is protean and illustrates synoptically the different meanings and roles that rent assumes in different phases of urban history. Moreover, the case study interestingly shows how rent can play different roles over time, but also simultaneously in different parts of the city, thus taking on different roles in space. In this regard the Italian capital is not an exception, as it is often considered when compared with other cities, nationally or internationally. On the contrary, there are evident reasons to consider Rome as a paradigmatic example that indicates what could happen to a city following a similar trajectory (Pizzo, 2023). The goals of protecting heritage prove to be insufficient to maintain the urban fabric, both in its material and immaterial features. On the contrary, the new attention to historical towns and city centers, together with regeneration and recovery programs, indirectly contributed to the first wave of quasi-gentrification20 from the 1980s onwards. Not even the climate crisis and the urgent claim to a green transition seem able to contrast the orientation toward rentierism, which instead perpetuates the established growth model.

Page 58 →Giulio Carlo Argan, art historian and mayor of Rome in the late 1970s, once said, “No city, and least of all a city with a complex and emergent historical past like Rome, can have a historical development, that is a cultural existence, as long as urban land is a commodity subject to market and profit” (Argan, 1977, 232).21 Argan’s words are still a largely unheard call, in Rome as well as in most historical cities worldwide, despite the fact that it is not only land that is subjected to market and profit, but the whole historical built environment and its heritage. His call asks that we change the predominant growth model as well as our mindset: a socio-cultural goal with high urban and political meanings, which requires deeper consideration and to include not only the most powerful economic actors, but also common people among whom rentierism continues to spread. That spread makes visible how the interest of a few is presented as, and (seemingly) becomes, the interest of many: the actualization of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony (a negative one in this case). Therefore, among the most urgent ways to try to “overcome rent,” there must be the construction of a counter-hegemonic discourse based on alternative development models, supported by choices, even individual choices, that consciously, step by step, challenge the dominance of profit-driven logics, especially when applied to values which are far from monetary ones.



Notes


	1Lucio Caracciolo, Director of Limes, monthly journal of geopolitics, talking on “Otto e Mezzo,” the main talk show of La7 channel, on February 15, 2022.

	2The first article of the Italian Constitution states that “Italy is a democratic republic, founded on labor.”

	3According to Christophers, three important books on this topic (Mazzucato, 2018; Sayer, 2015; Standing, 2016) fall into moral critique “tout-court” and “are written very much in the tradition of ‘moral economy’” (Christophers, 2020, 44).

	4This is a rough translation of a well-known slogan “Lavorare meno, lavorare tutti!”, also used in France and recently updated as “travailler moins, travailler mieux, travailler toutes et tous!”.

	5In analyzing the rise of rentierism in Rome, different scholars recognize the increasing role (and power) of a particular “class,” known as “generone,” in particular when Rome became the Capital of Italy. “Generone” is a term Page 59 →which is almost impossible to translate into English [literally: big son-in-law]. “Genero” is the Italian name for “son-in-law,” and it is used to refer to “indirect” but tight familiar bonds with members of the “Curia Romana,” the administrative and governing body within the Catholic Church. It is important to remember that before its annexation to the newborn Italian State, Rome was part of the Papal States and subjected to the Pope who exercised both religious and temporal power. This means that the properties (land, real-estate) belonged to the Church and/or to members of the families tied with the Vatican. After the annexation, some of those properties went to the Italian state, but many of them remained (one way or another) in the hands of the former owners, or of relatives. The origin and the role of “generone” must be understood within this historical framework (see e.g., Insolera, 2019, 1980; Sanfilippo, 2005).

	6Indeed, the origin of the concept of “rentier capitalism” can be traced back to Rome, where it may have been discussed for the first time, although not with the present specific formulation, in an era when this expression might not have made sense in any other context. Different expressions have been introduced to describe an economic system which was a “different” form of capitalism, such as capitalismo neo-patrimonialista [literally: “neo-patrimonial capitalism”], meaning a “conservative patrimonialism based on rent accumulation” (Tocci, 2008, 2009, as quoted by Violante & Annunziata, 2011), where accumulation of private wealth, and particularly of real-estate goods, was recognized as a key factor of a peculiar kind of capitalism instead of being considered as a manifestation of proto-capitalist or anti-capitalist systems. The case of Rome is, therefore, particularly interesting, and analytically useful for understanding the current phase of global capitalism. Concerning the idea of different capitalisms see also note n. 9.

	7Rome’s economic model can indeed be defined as such, also to evidence its opposite direction to that of “development without growth” currently discussed in debates on alternative development paradigms, such as the “post-growth” ones.

	8The conceptualization of rent “as social relation” comes from Karl Marx. It has been a key concept in Massey and Catalano’s (1978) and Bandyopadhyay’s (1982) seminal works on urban rent, and also in my own contributions (see in particular Pizzo, 2023).

	9There is not enough space to deeply discuss the concept of “variegations of capitalism” (Hall, 1998; Hall & Soskice, 2001), which nonetheless has been criticized from different viewpoints. The “variegation of capitalism” refers to the diversity and variation in the ways capitalism manifests itself across Page 60 →different social, cultural, and geographical contexts. More than a general concern about the usefulness of a rather ambiguous concept (that of “variegation”), critiques have been raised regarding the overestimation of diversity and the (related) risk of de-emphasizing the common, structural features of capitalism. However, critiques do not negate an overall value of the concept that instead could be better clarified and refined. Explorations such as the one presented here can contribute to show its usefulness (and/or its limits).

	10Harvey (1982) used the concept, and the role of different “fractions of capital” in relation to the notion of the “spatial fix.” Harvey explores how capital seeks spatial solutions to its contradictions and how different “fractions of capital” contribute to shaping the spatial organization of economic activities. The concept is integral to his analysis of the dynamics of capitalism, emphasizing the uneven geographical development resulting from the orientation and the decisions of different capital fractions.

	11We must note that the administrative boundaries of the Municipality of Rome cover a surface of a little less than 1,300 square kilometers, and that the historic center (Municipio I) is less than 20 sq. km wide, while considering its immediate surroundings, which is where urban growth concentrated in the initial phases of its history as a capital city, we have a surface of around 50 sq. km, out of those 1,300. Moreover, before the 1960s, spatial plans were elaborated only for the core area, and all the rest was considered suburban and rural, not included into the Regulatory Plan (which is the main planning tool in Italy). Only since the Regulatory Plan dated 1962–65 has the whole municipal territory been subjected to the same planning tool.

	12We call it “macchia d’olio” to provide an image of a kind of urban expansion which proceeds in all directions, like ripples of water.

	13See also Clough Marinaro & Thomassen (2014) where Mudu (2014) explains for an international audience who “palazzinari” are; and where Herzfeld (2014) evidences the many contradictions in the economic and political environment between liberal, neoliberal, and illiberal behaviors.

	14That peculiar strategy has been defined through a military expression “bridgehead,” which offers a vivid image of the mechanism of urban expansion. It consists in investments in faraway plots, which imply infrastructuration to connect those new sites to the inner city, and also the provisions of facilities for the new inhabitants. In this way, the lands in between the inner city and the newly developed sites increase in value, and the (usually private) landowners get the rent-gaps without having contributed in any way to that preliminary real-estate operation.

	Page 61 →15 Such as the so-called “Piano Casa,” initially introduced through a national law (D. Lgs.112/2008), the aims of which can be summarized as “Urgent provisions for economic development, simplification, competitiveness, stabilization of public finance and tax equalization.” It was a “special measure” to relaunch and boost the economy, and particularly one of its major sectors, that of construction. It has been updated at the national level, and then transferred into several Regional Laws (for the Lazio Region, there have been various versions of the regional law, up to the latest update—L.R. 7/2017—which transforms an exceptional measure into an ordinary one).

	16For example, to own a penthouse facing the Colosseum or the Pantheon is not a condition that can be reproduced somewhere else. The owner can thus ask for any amount, and there will almost certainly be someone willing to pay it (although perhaps not someone from Rome).

	17See note n. 13.

	18As mentioned before, the rise of differential rent within the urban economy did not mean the disappearance of other forms of rent. On the contrary, Rome made visible that differential rent increases also in relation to the addition of new building sites. In reality, absolute rent does not exist without generating differential rent: every time a new piece of land is introduced into the market (generating absolute rent), since there are no two locations that are exactly the same or precisely equivalent, differences in the “preferability” of one location over another in the real estate market will still increase, always leading to differential rent.

	19In fact, homeowners usually consider tenancy law and the related agreements far too indulgent with those tenants who are in arrears, which led to “legitimizing” the introduction and the spread of different agreements for temporary lease, much more oriented to safeguarding the interests of homeowners.

	20Concerning the limits and cautions of using the concept of gentrification in Italy (and in Rome in particular), see Annunziata and Lees (2022).

	21Concerning the extreme complexity of heritage in Rome, and against its simplification and trivialization, see, e.g., Roma Ricerca Roma (2021).
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Chapter Three

Beyond the Housing Emergency

Conceptualizing the Habitability Crisis in Rome’s Housing Squats

Margherita Grazioli



Introduction

Since the immediate post–Second World War period, Rome has been portrayed as both the paradigm and the exception of the Italian “housing emergency.” However, the definition, meaning, purpose, policy, and geographical imaginations (Governa, 2014; Dematteis, 2021) associated with the notion of “emergency” about the housing question are not univocal. This and other definitions respond to geographically and time-specific problem identification and solving patterns, thus changing within different national and public arenas, as De Luca et al. (2009) notice.

In the Italian context, the “emergenza abitativa” (housing emergency) has become the umbrella for keeping the manifold manifestations of housing deprivation, precarity, and poverty together. In the case of Rome, different actors and stakeholders utilize the “emergency” framework about the housing question to identify problems and solutions that could further their often antagonist economic and political agendas. For example, social movement activists and civil society actors (e.g., charities, NGOs, Page 66 →neighborhood groups) may invoke the emergency to urge policymakers to regulate differently how the housing stock is managed (e.g., contesting the sale of public houses), planned (e.g., asking to replenish it), and supplied (see Puccini, 2016; Coppola, 2018). On the other hand, those who profit from the commodification of housing (e.g., real estate and tourism investors) may use the “emergency” framework to further the role of private actors in the supply of housing or in the design of urban regeneration plans that should eradicate the obstacles to urban decorum and economic development (see Annunziata & Lees, 2016; Annunziata, 2022).

In this chapter, I argue that, regardless of their intent, the discourses, practices, and policies that pivot around the emergency paradigm are inevitably designed (or bound) to fail to acknowledge and thus address the causes and effects of the prolonged unaffordability of housing. I also contend that housing is a fundamental hinge of accumulation, dispossession, and displacement (Massey, 1994; Vilenica et al., 2023), yet not the only social infrastructure that is made unavailable for significant social and generational groups that inhabit cities. Against this background, I advance the “habitability crisis” as a novel epistemological and ontological device1 to zoom into the genealogies, intersectionality, width, and depth of the processes that make the fundamental infrastructures of everyday social reproduction unaffordable for growing groups of populations in different geographical settings, within and beyond housing (see Lancione & Simone, 2021). To make the case for the habitability crisis as an epistemological and ontological toolkit, I rely primarily on the analysis of the archives (i.e., post-war urban studies literature, independent reports by charities and tenants unions, local newspaper reportage) and ethnographic materials that I have been collecting since the beginning of my activist ethnography in the Movimento per il Diritto all’Abitare (Movement for the Right to Habitation) in Rome (Grazioli, 2021; 2022; 2023).



Emergency, Crisis, Habitability: Defining the Housing Question

When addressing the key terms that inform housing policies in Europe, De Luca et al. (2009) observe that the use of specific words and terminologies is extremely geographically sensitive, whereby their meaning is Page 67 →shaped by the actors that, within a situated context and period, have the power to influence the institutional and political agenda by setting the problems and proposing the solutions to them.

This said, the association between the “emergency” framework and the housing question is quite specific to the Italian context and the diverse arenas (academic, activist, and institutional ones) where the problems and policies related to housing are debated. For example, English-speaking readers may be more familiar with the conceptual framework of the “housing crisis” as it is articulated within interdisciplinary housing studies (e.g., Desmond, 2016; Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Roy & Malson, 2019; García-Lamarca, 2022; Tulumello, 2023). On the other hand, the notion of “housing emergency” is mobilized by the literature that reflects upon “domicide,” intended as the disruption of one’s home and socio-spatial context following events such as climate-related catastrophes, forced resettlement and wars (see Porteous & Smith, 2001; Chiodelli et al., 2023). The understanding of emergencies as the product of discrete phenomena is also reflected by their literal definition in Italian vocabulary, not by their public use. According to the Treccani encyclopedia, an emergency is “an unforeseen set of circumstances, an accident; dwelling on the English definition of emergency, it is a specific setting, a critical moment which requires immediate interventions, especially within the so-called state of emergency” that is declared in case of significant hazards to the general population such as earthquakes, or the recent Covid-19 pandemic.

On the other hand, the commonplace use of the wording “emergenza abitativa” (housing emergency) in the academic and gray literature designates both the acute and chronic character of the housing crisis and its exacerbation in the intersection with other crises (such as Covid-19), as I will shortly show when discussing the case study of Rome. Within this framework of meaning, the case of Rome is often used as both a paradigmatic and paradoxical case, given the documented presence of acute manifestations of housing poverty (e.g., extensive shantytowns and squatting) at least since the immediate post–Second World War (e.g., Puccini, 2016; Coppola, 2018; Davoli, 2020).

Dwelling upon the debates developed within the Movement for the Right to Habitation and recent social sciences studies, I argue that even the tactical use of the emergency wording offers more conceptual Page 68 →and political shortcomings than opportunities. The limitations of the “emergency” as a discursive and political device can be summarized in three main points. First, speaking of emergency underpins the ambition to return to a state of supposed normalcy (Revet & Falconieri, 2021; Falconieri et al., 2022). In the case of the housing question, the standard corresponds to the marketized, ownership-based model of housing, to which a specific understanding of how the home and the household should be configured also corresponds (i.e., the segregation between the domestic and public space and the patriarchal, gendered division of roles and care work) (Lancione, 2023). Second (and consequently to the previous point), the discourses and policies concerned with the housing emergency conceive housing poverty as a social anomaly that is often determined by the housing poor’s shortage of cultural, economic, and social capital (Desmond, 2016; Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Leonardi, 2021).

Therefore, the solutions proposed by the experts (e.g., academics and policymakers) who adopt these optics aim to make individuals and households able again to afford the housing market. By the same token, housing welfare measures (e.g., eviction moratoriums, temporary accommodations, “housing first” programs, or, more rarely, permanent public housing accommodations) are reserved only for “especially fragile” categories of the housing poor, with all the stigma (and high levels of institutionalization) that may come attached to this identification (see also Allen et al., 2004; Filandri et al., 2020; Pizzo, 2023; Portelli et al., 2023). Third, conceptualizing individual and collective housing problems as part of an “emergency” curtails the space for grassroots (re)action and personal and collective agency. Those who are subjectified as “victims” of an emergency perceive the radical destabilization of the ontological security they attach to the house (Easthope, 2004; Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Vilenica et al., 2023)2 as the consequence of events and processes they cannot help or counter (Falconieri et al., 2022).

Against this background, I propose to abandon even the tactical reference to the emergency concerning the housing question and strategically replace it with the notion of “crisis.” The latter is here intended as a spatio-temporal fix (Harvey, 1981; 1982; 1985; 1989); Harvey’s initial conceptualization and later applications in different geographical contexts (e.g., Aalbers, 2007; Charnock et al., 2014) allow us to see how housing Page 69 →crises are not accidental since they are entrenched in how rentier capitalism works (Aureli & Mudu, 2017; Christophers, 2020). At the same time, this interpretation leaves room for appreciating the radical politics that act upon the contradictions that rentier capital and urban extractivism generate, to the point of jeopardizing the habitability and existence of its primary sites of accumulation, such as cities (Harvey, 2010; Simone, 2019; Lesutis, 2020; Rossi, 2022). Dwelling upon this conceptual toolbox, and the reflections developed inside housing rights movements in Rome, I also propose to move beyond the political and conceptual framework of the crisi abitativa (housing crisis). The reason is that the intersection of the housing crisis with many others puts the entire social infrastructure in jeopardy, within and beyond housing. Home is both a “special kind of place” (Easthope, 2004, 135) and the “hinge through which expulsive and extractive sense of directions, and modus operandi, are carried through(out) (Massey, 1994)” (Vilenica et al., 2023, 2). Hence, I advance the “habitability crisis” (Grazioli, 2024) as a novel epistemological and ontological device to understand the contemporary housing question in its manifold manifestations and ramifications in different geographical sites and across multiple scales of accumulation, governance, and action. I propose here three distinctive features that qualify the epistemology and ontology (hence the method) of the habitability crisis and that the next section will use to read the case study of Rome:


	The deliberate character of urban uninhabitability as the place-based outcome of the spatio-temporal fixes that rentier capital operates in conjunction with local governance assemblages to maximize multi-scalar profits, extractivism, and land appropriation (Harvey, 1981; 1982; 1985; 1989; 2010; Aalbers, 2007: Charnock et al., 2014; Simone, 2019; Christophers, 2020).

	The depletion, if not irreversible loss, of the urban social infrastructures where common social reproduction can occur, given their commodification and unaffordability for significant social and generational groups (Massey, 1994, 1995, 2005; Easthope, 2004; Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Hall, 2017, 2019; Lesutis, 2020).

	The reciprocity among the depth of the habitability crisis, the plurality of grassroots practices that aim at recovering essential Page 70 →social infrastructures from below (Boano & Astolfo, 2020; Lancione & Simone, 2021), and the prefiguration of radically alternative modes of inhabitation beyond housing (Lancione & Simone, 2021; Lancione, 2023).





Abitare nella crisi: Inhabiting the Habitability Crisis in Rome

The situated, deliberate character of urban uninhabitability because of the fixes operated by transcalar rentier capital (Simone, 2019; Christophers, 2020) has been discussed in the extensive scholarship concerned with understanding the genealogy of Rome’s disorderly urban sprawl and housing crisis since the Second World War (Berlinguer & della Seta, 1960; Insolera, 1962; Campos Venuti, 1978) up until the present-day (Baffoni & De Lucia, 2011; Caudo & Memo, 2012; Pizzo, 2023 and in this volume). Since the 1950s, researchers sought to explain the seeming inconsistency between the visible expansion of real estate, the abundance of vacant dwellings, and the visibility of shantytowns and poor dwelling conditions that had proliferated around the city center since the rule of Mussolini (Cederna, 2006[1956]; Cederna, 1979). Given the continuity of the housing crisis after the fall of the Fascist regime, the same authors also described the burgeoning growth of grassroots groups that were protesting those “fundamental urban and civil rights” (Cederna, 1979, xiii) that became the political scaffolding of Rome’s social movements for housing and local social welfare (Di Feliciantonio, 2017; Nur & Sethman, 2017; Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018; Vasudevan, 2017).

Decades later, the city’s inhabitability fabric is once again jeopardized by what Lesutis (2020) calls “urbicidal patterns,” namely the late neoliberal tendency to enclose, commodify, and disrupt the fundamental infrastructures of social life for profit, starting with housing (see also Rossi, 2022). The growing unaffordability of the latter is well shown by the official figures that Rome’s local authorities use to operationalize the so-called housing emergency. In 2020, Rome City Council counted over 200,000 people living in poor dwelling conditions (e.g., overcrowded or infrastructurally depleted accommodations) or experiencing housing cost overburden rate,3 hence the unaffordability of their dwellings. Page 71 →These figures were soon compounded by the socioeconomic crisis triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic; in 2022, the number of court-mandated evictions in Rome increased by 184% in comparison to 2021 (when a temporary moratorium was applied, as in many other global cities; Valeri, 2023) and the number of homeless people topped over 20,000 according to charities. Meanwhile, the average waiting time for receiving public housing is still ten years, and the existing stock keeps being downsized by privatization and “right to buy” schemes (Grazioli, 2021; Valeri, 2023). Like in the post-war period, the width of the housing crisis is also compounded by an abundance of wasteful construction (spreco edilizio) that punctuates Rome’s cityscape due to what Aureli and Mudu (2017) define as “dispossession by abandonment,” a Rome-specific form of fixing real estate capital’s crises of overaccumulation through the production and accumulation of abandoned spaces. According to the tenants’ branch of the General Confederation of Italian Workers (CGIL), 14% of Rome’s residential housing stock is currently unused, while the number of non-residential vacancies (i.e., barracks, movie theaters, clinics, factories, hotels, hospitals, schools, offices) is still uncounted.

Following Doreen Massey’s understanding of space, these sites do not exist as “places” since they cannot be used and transformed by social interactions and relational identities nurtured in day-to-day placemaking practices (Massey, 1994; 1995; 2005). By the same token, unaffordable houses are not homes because they cannot be unique places where the ontological security of individuals and communities can be rooted (Easthope, 2004; Madden & Marcuse, 2016; Hall, 2017; 2019; Lesutis, 2020). Against this backdrop, I contend that the “habitability crisis” (Grazioli, 2024) helps to read both the multi-scalar genealogy and articulations of Rome’s pluridecennial uninhabitability, and the subjectivities, everyday forms of life and politics of those who struggle to inhabit it while they navigate through a constant, yet everchanging polycrisis (Morin & Kern, 1999) scenario. Dwelling upon my “ethnographic activism” inside the Movement for the Right to Habitation in Rome (see Grazioli, 2021; 2022; 2023), I start with identifying three main groups of squatters for housing purposes that epitomize those urban dwellers for whom the habitability crisis made the seemingly extreme choice of squatting alone, or with the support of housing rights movements, the only option for Page 72 →accessing inhabitation against becoming homeless or being institutionalized within what Dadusc and Mudu (2022) define the “humanitarian industrial complex” made of subsidized, differential, and temporary accommodations. Their diversity in terms of nationality, ethnicity, gender, age, migratory status, residential trajectories, class background, etc., in fact, showcases how housing precarity, deprivation, and segregation have become shared conditions for different people who, from diverse trajectories, have found themselves in the shared position of deciding (and needing) to join housing rights movements.

The first group is formed by Italian, non-Italian, and foreign-born individuals and households whose housing costs and livelihood expenses became at some point unbearable without the support of family, social, or welfare resources (Mudu, 2006; Filandri et al., 2020). This group’s residential trajectories are exemplified in the self-narration of L., an Italian working-class man in his sixties who shares a two-bedroom self-built flat with his wife and granddaughter in the first housing squat organized by the Blocchi Precari Metropolitani in 2007. In L.’s experience, the sudden downfall from a “regular” housing situation to being homeless occurred in the conjunction of losing his job as a lorry driver and his elderly parents becoming non-self-sufficient. As the limited family finances were channeled toward caring for the older generation, public resources were not adequate to cover their expenses, nor were they relocated to a council house after being evicted from their tenancy: “We applied for public housing when we got married at 28 years old, and we have been waiting for one ever since […] When we got evicted, we spent some time couch surfing at our relatives’ and friends’ houses, but we also had a young kid, so it was rough. At some point, we ran out of possible couches to surf; we were helpless!” (L., January 2017, recorded interview).

The second group comprises migrant people who present similar residential and economic trajectories in Italy, yet quite diverse migratory ones (i.e., from Latin America, Northern and Central Africa, and various countries in the European Union). Therefore, they also hold different legal statuses. What they have in common is that their struggle to afford housing within the private rental market (because of their economic precarity) was aggravated by the impossibility of applying for public housing. Even though their family income was low enough to make them eligible, Page 73 →they did not meet the formal criteria that discriminate against non-Italian people based on their employment status or ability to provide proof of long-term residency (Mudu, 2006; Puccini, 2016). These differential lines of inclusion (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013) make it nearly impossible to make ends meet for working poor or unemployed people struggling daily to survive on the poverty line while they often try to provide financially for their families of origin. The point of working poverty is well summarized by A., a Ukrainian national who moved to Rome twenty years ago from Lviv: “The only stable employment I have found so far is a zero-hours contract with a cooperative that provides cleaning services to offices and tourist accommodations. I occasionally also work as a caregiver, usually for short periods and without a contract. My average salary is 300–400 euros per month. How am I supposed to afford a market rent in Rome, to pay bills and at least food?” (informal interaction, May 2022).

The third group overlaps with the previous one, as it is formed by nationals of the states that most recently joined the EU and are identified (or self-identify) as Romani, as well as asylum seekers and refugees, coming from legally recognized “unsafe” countries. However, its specificity and internal commonality is the fact that, since their first arrival in Italy, the people who compose it have been channeled toward that “humanitarian industrial complex” that is made of differential and segregating forms of inhabitation such as camps, shelters, and reception centers (Maestri, 2019; Daduc & Mudu, 2022). For those who have experienced the indefinite temporariness of being forcibly accommodated into these spaces, pursuing personal autonomy and dignity outweighs the risks of jeopardizing their legal status in the decision to abandon this subsidized accommodation and join the housing rights movements. Sudanese refugee A. explains: “When I returned to the reception center, I was looking at my life. Five adult men in a room with bunk beds, and all my belongings in a suitcase. After what I had been through to get to Italy [from Libya], I could not help but ask myself: why should I live this way?” (May 2020, online recorded interview).

Romani people also emphasized how living in precarious camps, where they would often be subjected to police raids and repeated evictions, was a result of the growing racialization they suffered when trying to access both rental and council-supplied dwellings. When looking for a tenancy or becoming eligible for public housing, Romani people are often Page 74 →overtly discriminated against, excluded, or singled out as unreliable and ethnically unfit to live in mainstream housing (Lancione, 2019; Maestri, 2019). “When we were forcibly removed from the Casilino [700 camp], we were threatened by the police not to join housing rights movements if we did not want further troubles. The police also threatened the activists not to give us solidarity; one told me that a police officer told them not to mix Roma and housing problems as they had nothing in common. How is not having a house and sleeping rough in the streets with children not a housing problem, though?” (M., March 2018, recorded interview).

These concise ethnographic snapshots illuminate how, for these social groups, joining the housing rights movements was primarily dictated by acknowledging the impossibility of accessing housing in other sanctioned ways. Since the first decade of the 21st century, the housing rights movements themselves have been extensively analyzing the novel composition and manifestations of the habitation crisis in Rome, alongside its conjunction with transnational austerity politics and anti-austerity movements (Mudu, 2006; Di Feliciantonio, 2017; Hall, 2017; 2019; SqEK, 2013; 2014; Martínez, 2020; Grazioli, 2021). Moreover, the movements have discussed how rentier capitalism in Rome (la rendita) (Pizzo, 2023) has evolved from being epitomized by locally based real estate developers (palazzinari) to transnational actors and platforms that shape the city through both consolidated (i.e., land consumption and abandonment) and novel forms of extractivism like the (hyper-)financialization of urban social infrastructures (Portelli et al., 2023; Tulumello, 2023) and touristification (see Cocola-Gant, 2023). Building upon these reflections, housing rights organizations like Blocchi Precari Metropolitani and the Coordinamento Cittadino di Lotta per la Casa have chosen to transition from struggles pivoting mainly around “traditional” requests for public housing and related local social welfare (lotta per la casa) to a more innovative, radical, and intersectional approach to urban inhabitation, epitomized by the name “Movement for the Right to Habitation” (Movimento per il Diritto all’Abitare) (Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018; Costantini, 2023).

The Movement for the Right to Habitation has expanded the understanding of inhabitation beyond dwelling (Lancione & Simone, 2021; Boano & Astolfo, 2020) to embrace the whole set of material and immaterial infrastructures that are needed to inhabit, settle, and move inside Page 75 →the city with dignity (Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018), using the motto “Casa, reddito, salute per tutti” (Housing, Income, and Health for all) to pinpoint the tenets of its political platform (Cacciotti, 2020; Caciagli, 2022; Grazioli, 2022; 2023; Costantini, 2023). This shift is reflected in the tangible and intangible configuration of the housing squats that are part of the Movements, where habitation-in-common goes beyond the mainstream understandings of homing and housing-related “emergencies” around which dominant modes of urban dwelling and policy practices are informed (Lancione & Simone, 2021; Lancione, 2023). Regarding the tangible dimensions of housing squats, the squatting actions of the first decade of the 21st century enacted by the movements in Rome have targeted mostly urban vacancies not initially intended for residential uses, such as factories, hotels, offices, schools, clinics, or military infrastructures. All these vacant sites can be found in central and peripheralized areas because Rome’s local model of rentier capitalism is based on cycles of land over-consumption, accumulation, and abandonment, as Aureli and Mudu argue (2017). Currently, 30 housing squats of the 70 existing in Rome are part of the Movement of the Right to Habitation or associated with other grassroots groups (e.g., ACTION) and tenants unions (e.g., the Association of Inhabitants and Tenants of the Grassroots Trade Union ASIA-USB) that share similar organizational modalities and political claims (see Sethman & Nur, 2017; Cacciotti, 2020; 2024).

Regarding their intangible infrastructure, depending on each place’s infrastructural features and qualities, housing squats are not just dwelling facilities. They become sites where new forms of social reproduction and habitation-in-common (i.e., the sharing of care work, the common care of self-built spaces and infrastructures) are experimented with alongside consolidated repertoires of collective resistance and decision-making (Grazioli, 2021; Costantini, 2023; Cacciotti, 2024) that help housing squatters cope with what Cacciotti in this book (Chapter 4) calls “the political and affective frameworks of evictability.” Hence, homemaking in housing squats disrupts the dominant model of home as an ownership-based asset and the private/public spaces (and relations) dichotomy it epitomizes. Many housing squats are configured as more-than-dwelling places where manifold, makeshift inner infrastructures can be found. Examples of this kind are present in different parts of the cities: the so-called “inhabited Page 76 →museum” of Metropoliz in the peripheral neighborhood of Tor Sapienza (Grazioli, 2021; Salvatori, 2021); the former barracks of Porto Fluviale in the gentrified Ostiense area,4 where the inhabitants open their common spaces to the use of other grassroots collectives (Annunziata & Lees, 2016; Grazioli & Caciagli, 2017); the former nursing home of Casal Boccone with its multifunctional theater; the Four Stars Hotel in via Prenestina 944 where the “Metropolitan Precarious Library” was recently made accessible to pupils and students who live in the housing squat and the neighborhoods nearby (Costantini, 2023); and the central Spin Time squat, which has become a hub for different neighborhood and city-based facilities, networks, and cultural activities (Cacciotti, 2024).

Against this backdrop, the Movement for the Right to Habitation’s contentious politics protest the discourses and policies that frame the housing question in Rome as an “emergency” and the institutional definition of housing squats as mere “containers of housing emergency.” First, they denounce the deliberate and long-term character of the housing crisis as immanent to how rentier capitalism operates. Second, they ask local policymakers not only to stop the campaigns of criminalization and eviction of housing squats and their inhabitants but also to recognize their contribution to tackling the manifold facets of the habitation crisis given the plurality of social infrastructures they encompass. Last, they call for a radical change in how power relations among the stakeholders concerned with urban policies are conceived and negotiated. They, in fact, demand that the role of rentier capitalist actors be downsized, while urban dwellers and their collective formations/representatives (e.g., urban social movements and unions) should have a direct say in the design, implementation and follow-up of urban policies, regardless of their formal and legal status (see Purcell, 2002; Grazioli, 2017).



Concluding Remarks

The case study of Rome showcases the conceptual and political shortcomings of reading the contemporary housing question through the “emergency” lens. Even though its tactical use is mainly intended to highlight the paradoxical status of the housing crisis, its translation into public discourses and policies often conveys the idea that the unaffordability Page 77 →of manifold social infrastructures (within and beyond housing) is the anomaly of an otherwise functioning system, while it is the norm of how rentier, late neoliberal capitalism works and fixes its processes of accumulation. Besides, the “emergency” lens reads only the deprivation-based origin of the social infrastructures that are created by dispossessed dwellers and subaltern underclasses instead of appreciating their political and epistemic contribution (for similar arguments, see SqEK, 2013; 2014; Vasudevan, 2017; Martínez, 2020).

On the other hand, reading the paradigmatic features of Rome’s case through the epistemological and ontological lens of the “habitability crisis” helps to de-exceptionalize the habitability question whereby, as AbdouMaliq Simone puts it, the uninhabitable made of “curated unaffordability, disinvestment, overt erasure, expulsion, segregation, and social disentanglement” (2019, 23) has become constituent of what Amin and Lancione (2022) define the “grammars of the urban ground” worldwide. In conclusion, reading the housing question through the optics of the habitability crisis contributes to the “particular modality of ‘thinking cities’ that has emerged in recent years, renewing the language of critical urban thinking” (Amin & Lancione, 2022, 2) in three prominent ways. First, it reads the habitability question in its grand and uneven global articulations. Then, it pays attention to the fine grain of the grassroots forms of homing, social reproduction, makeshift urbanism, squatting, and “bodily precarious politics” (Lancione, 2019) that emerge “in the interstices of home and its foundational lessness” (Lancione, 2023, viii). In this light, the case of Rome exemplifies how multi-scalar processes of urban extractivism are rendered into situated manifestations and cityscapes of (un)inhabitability. Last, it shows what kinds of contentious politics, direct actions, and day-to-day relational practices can compose the “liberatory politics of home” (Lancione, 2023) that reconfigures inhabitation beyond dwelling (Lancione & Simone, 2021), beyond the “binary reading of home and its other” (Lancione, 2023, viii), hence beyond the habitability crisis itself.



Notes


	1Although I do not have the space to develop the discussion, here I refer to Mezzadra and Neilson’s (2013) conceptualization of the border as method, intending it both as an analytical lens and an ontological approach informing Page 78 →research designs and methods; see also Clough Marinaro (2020) using liminality as a method to read through the policies and politics of informality in Rome’s public housing projects, and Lancione, 2023 who uses house/lessness as the method to move beyond mainstream, patriarchal concepts and modalities of homing.

	2In his recent work For a liberatory politics of Home, Michele Lancione (2023) offers a detailed and extensive critique of the idealization of home as the positive signifier to which the homelessness negative opposite corresponds. Lancione in fact argues that the two cannot exist without each other since mainstream models of housing and homebased social reproduction are entrenched into capitalist, patriarchal, racialized and exclusive logics. While I embrace this argument, here I look at the literature that conceptualizes home in its various manifestations as the foothold for staying put and remaking social infrastructures and places where daily relations, intimacies, relational identities, social interactions, practices of place and homemaking can be envisaged and experimented (Massey, 1994, 2005; Easthope, 2004; Hall, 2017, 2019; Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018; Vilenica et al., 2023).

	3According to Eurostat’s glossary (n.d.), the “housing cost overburden rate is the percentage of the population living in households where the total housing costs (‘net’ of housing allowances) represent more than 40 % of disposable income (‘net’ of housing allowances)”, i.e. rent or mortgage and utilities (see also Filandri et al., 2020).

	4The concept of gentrification/gentrified is here employed, even though it is contested for its one-fits-all application. The late urbanist Sandra Annunziata (2022) offers a comprehensive review of its conceptual developments, while tracing pathways to go beyond the definition of gentrification itself.
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Chapter four

The Afterlife of Sgomberi in Rome

Political and Affective Frameworks of Evictability in the Lives of Former and Current Squatters


Chiara Cacciotti


Introduction

Rome is known as the Eternal City for several reasons, including its persistent eviction practices. Throughout its contemporary history and despite diverse city administrations, displacements and evictions without stable alternatives have become normalized when tenants can no longer pay rent (sfratti) or when housing rights movements, composed of migrants and Italians, occupy empty buildings (sgomberi). In the latter case, experiencing housing distress in an informal but organized squat not only entails inhabiting situations of prolonged liminality (Clough Marinaro, 2022)—that is, residing in an in-between state of alleged temporary housing precarity that is chronicized. Significantly, it also involves constantly dealing with the persistent threat of housing loss. This state is what van Baar has defined as a permanent state of “evictability”: “the possibility of being removed from a sheltering place” at any time (2016, 214). This logic in the Italian capital intersects with securitizing, racializing, and criminalizing public discourses and institutional performances that Page 85 →allow practices of policing and expulsion “in which nation-state frames or actors do not necessarily play the key role, and in which it is not necessarily only the ‘migrant’ who is affected” (ibid.).

Moreover, while it is true that the post-2008 scenario and its neoliberal discursive power have become globally normalized (Eriksen, 2016), in Italy too, there has been a site-specific and gradual neoliberalization of national housing policies, especially from the 1990s. This process has variably influenced the approaches taken by local city councils on the issue. However, it has not led to a questioning of both the neoliberal notion that low-income individuals must earn and “deserve” housing and the consideration of eviction as a constant horizon in the lives of squatters.

The purpose of this chapter1 is to delineate the key historical, political, and existential frameworks underlying the past and ongoing geographies of post-sgomberi from organized squats in Rome, conceptualizing the latter as continually affective processes (Doboš et al., 2023).2 Although it is undoubtedly true that most evictions arise from loss of income, poverty, indebtedness, and other economic issues, this chapter shows how and why, when it comes to squatters involved in housing rights movements, the reasons behind sgomberi are almost never economic but, rather, political. Consequently, the focus here is not just on how local administrations have dealt with evictions during the last 30 years, but also and above all on how the eviction process affectively and temporally goes beyond the mere act of displacement and removal from a place. Thus, it renders evictability a constant risk that also impacts the subsequent housing trajectories and the homemaking (and unmaking) practices of current and former squatters in Rome.

Eviction can be understood not only as the moment of being expelled from a place but also as a broader process, including several prior and subsequent stages, together with several actors apart from the evictees (Massa, 2022, 33). This chapter shows how past and more recent sgomberi of organized squats in Rome should not be considered straightforward events with clear-cut beginnings, proceedings, and ends. Instead, they are multidimensional and long-lasting processes that impact the lives of people and their social and affective relationships even months or years after their physical removal from their dwelling place.




Differences Between Sfratti and Sgomberi

Eviction is closely related to the notion of “home.” The latter is sometimes viewed as a physical setting, although, in contemporary societies, it is also associated with issues such as safety, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization, as well as intertwined with health, child development, poverty/wealth, and opportunity in general (Kenna et al., 2018). “Home” can be seen as a physical structure, a base for relationships, and a base from which a person or household can access other social services (ibid.).

Thus, eviction implies the loss of a physical dwelling (a house) and the feelings, social relationships, and symbolic values that shape the sense of being at home in a certain place (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). Consequently, there are numerous personal and social consequences linked to eviction. It is well known that forced evictions from homes can result in severe trauma and can set back the lives of those already marginalized or vulnerable in society, as observed in the effects on mothers’ health (Desmond & Kimbro, 2015, 6) or children’s wellbeing (Sampson et al., 2002). The physical removal of people from a space is generally regarded as the moment of eviction. However, that moment may represent the culmination of a lengthy and complex social and legal process involving several stages prior to the physical eviction (Kenna et al., 2018) as well as the consequences that evicted people may experience after the physical removal, such as becoming homeless or finding temporary new accommodation. Eviction is then a multifaceted process calling into question political and economic dynamics at a local and global level, involving not only evictees but also politicians, bureaucrats, police officers, landlords, and activists (Massa, 2022, 33).

According to UN HABITAT (2011), forced eviction is a global phenomenon involving thousands of people yearly. In Rome, the term encompasses processes managed and named differently. In contrast to the Anglophone context’s unified “eviction,” the Italian language distinguishes between two terms (sfratto and sgombero) linked to distinct social processes, yet both entail the loss of shelter. Eviction of tenants (sfratto), regulated by the Civil Code, involves forcing the end of a lease due to contractual breaches. On the other hand, evacuation (sgombero), governed by Penal Code Art. 633, entails a police force presenting a different constellation of actions within the same socio-political framework Page 87 →(Annunziata & Lees, 2020, 378). Sfratto, executed by a bailiff upon the Single Court’s request following the property owner’s complaint, pertains to individuals unable to pay rent or to engage in unauthorized occupation of council or private flats. Sgombero, however, results from irregular entry and residence in properties owned by others. This involves occupying non-residential spaces (e.g., former offices or schools) primarily led by housing and grassroots movements. Sgomberi, often termed “evacuation” or “forced evictions,” involve the frequent use of police force. However, even a sfratto can turn into a forceful and violent action. Recent data from the Italian Ministry of the Interior (Ministero dell’Interno, 2023) reveals that the majority of sfratti in 2022, following the end of a ban on evictions during the pandemic (2020–2021), resulted from arrears (morosità). Additionally, in 2023, the Meloni government opted not to renew the National Rent Support Fund, despite covering only around 40% of the requirements in the latest allocation.3

The situation surrounding sgomberi is even more intricate. According to Treccani, “sgomberare” has various meanings, including simply moving out of an apartment. When searching on Google for “sgombero,” the primary results are advertisements from companies offering services for individuals opting to move and dispose of old furniture. Consequently, from a lexical point of view, in Italy, it is normalized to use a term generally employed for trash, furniture, and inanimate objects to describe the evictions of people who illegally squat in a place. As a result, squats organized by housing rights movements are rarely portrayed and treated as places where dispossessed and low-income people live. Instead, they are criminalized as misappropriating spaces to circumvent the law and regular public housing waiting lists. At the same time, from an institutional standpoint, sgomberi are perceived contradictorily as both “deserved” and as a potential “social bomb.” Since there are almost always no alternative and permanent solutions for evictees apart from temporary accommodation such as reception centers, housing movements’ squats can also be “tolerated” for years by local institutions. Evictions usually occur when real estate funds (that own the squatted buildings) or local and national right-wing parties raise political and media pressure.4 Therefore, tolerance and criminalization of squats in Rome often go hand in hand, especially since national housing policies have gradually abdicated to the Page 88 →market and more than halved the funding for public housing. As Grazioli discusses further in Chapter 3, this transformation has turned housing precarity into a perennial “emergency” and evictions of squats into public order issues to be managed by local administrations.



Rome Wasn’t Evicted in a Day: The Gradual Neoliberalization of Italian Housing Policies

Evictions stem from many reasons. First, the global perception of housing as a speculative financial asset has intensified since the 2008 housing foreclosure crisis (Madden & Marcuse, 2016). Second, Italian state budgets for housing policies were drastically reduced over the last forty years (Storto, 2018), turning the housing emergency into a persistent issue. This resulted from insufficient state interventions targeting medium-level housing needs (Tosi, 2017). Third, a gradual cultural shift in Rome has positioned housing as a “social award” (Cacciotti, 2023), prioritizing social policies for the productive middle class rather than addressing the broader housing crisis (Tosi, 2009). Furthermore, evictability in present-day Europe is closely tied to the proliferation of “crisis” narratives, the racialization of specific groups, and neoliberalization processes (van Baar, 2016, 225). Private actors, including housing corporations and real estate agencies, contribute to financializing debts, foreclosures, evictions, and securitizing urban zones (Abrahamsen & Williams, 2011; Sassen, 2014). The sale of government housing stock to private entities, termed “cartolarizzazioni” in Italy, is also part of this process.

This broader (neoliberalized) context has shaped Italy’s housing policies over the last thirty years, with three key resolutions significantly impacting Rome and the local housing rights movements. The first setback was liquidating the Gescal fund, established in 1963, which aimed to build council flats using contributions from workers, companies, and government funding. The fund’s gradual abolition occurred over a decade, starting in 1992 with the Dini pension reform, followed by eliminating worker contributions in 1996 and company contributions in 1998. In 2019, the Tenants’ Union Unione Inquilini reported that around 970 million euros from the former Gescal fund remained unused, with 202 million allocated to the Lazio Region (Roma Today, 2019, October 14). Page 89 →Second, in 2001, the reform of Title V of the Italian Constitution devolved housing policies to the regions, leading to increased inequalities and social exclusion among precarious individuals. This resulted in twenty different regional public housing systems, with regions interpreting housing policies as asset rationalization, including selling public housing stock to cover budget deficits. This approach lacks provisions for families in need and those evicted and fails to invest in maintaining existing public housing. In the private rental sector, the plan was almost mirror-like. In 1998, Law n. 431 abolished the rent control established in 1978, following years of intense struggle by local housing unions. This led to the entry of the impoverished middle class into organized squats, as many could not afford the newly established market rents.

Moreover, the same law initially envisaged the presence of two channels—a “priority” one for the free market and another subsidized one (canone agevolato). In the latter case, each city with high housing tension (including individual neighborhoods or areas) ended up having a very different quantification of the rent, effectively fragmenting the rental market. In doing so, not only did the free market become the primary reference, but it was also accompanied by Cedolare Secca, an optional taxation arrangement that is an annual flat tax replacing IRPEF (income tax) and additional income taxes. The latter soon turned out to be a formidable income for the wealthiest owners, who took advantage of it by earning rent at the top of the market and paying fewer taxes.

Although the reconstruction above involves very different legislative instruments, ranging from constitutional reform to a specific fiscal measure on the private rental market, what I intend to underline here is that over a decade, a whole family of policies and a hegemonic discourse on housing acted on many different political and concrete levels. This assemblage resulted from a political culture that is now normalized, intervening with multiple tools and legitimizing eviction without stable alternative solutions as an ordinary practice and evictability as a now-established existential condition for squatters. Therefore, it is no coincidence that in Rome, the still-existing major housing rights movements were created in the 1990s—when the capital experienced a significant wave of international migration. These include the Citizens’ Committee for the Fight for Housing, founded in 1988; Action, created in 2002; and the Precarious Page 90 →Metropolitan Blocks, which appeared in 2007. Since then, these movements have experienced political victories and faced numerous evictions, with outcomes influenced by the diverse city councils they encountered.



Sgomberi Throughout the Years: Three Exemplary Cases

In Rome, in the late 1990s and the early 2000s, evictions targeted elderly and low-income residents in council housing (Annunziata, 2018; Herzfeld, 2009). Moreover, after the global financial crisis, displacements and evictions increased worldwide as they paradoxically became the most underexplored mechanism of the reproduction of social marginality (Desmond, 2015). Concurrently, housing unaffordability affected the working poor, elderly, and migrants, leading to relocations to the outskirts or more affordable metropolitan areas (Annunziata & Lees, 2020). Evicted people are then not only vulnerable in themselves but become more vulnerable due to their exposure to certain contexts. A comparison between the subsequent city councils in Rome from the 1990s onwards and three exemplary cases of concrete evictions that occurred in each phase may help show how different mayors employed various strategies and solutions for evictees starting from that decade. However, this was done without ever questioning or intervening in the evictability risk and its enduring affective consequences on the lives of squatters.


Tintoretto

From 1993 to 2001, Francesco Rutelli, a center-left-wing politician, was Rome’s mayor. Known among social movements as “the friend of building speculators,” Rutelli initiated the privatization of local public services and ended self-managed school canteens. Despite being initially supported for “anti-fascism” reasons, many turned against his privatization efforts, leading to a referendum on the privatization of local public utilities. However, 1993 was also the year of the occupation of a housing squat in Viale del Tintoretto, where families had voted for Rutelli in the name of the same anti-fascist spirit mentioned above. Tintoretto’s eviction went down in the city’s history as one of the most brutal and violent Page 91 →ever conducted. Angelino, one of the spokespeople of the movement at that time (Lista di Lotta, now Asia Usb), still remembers those days vividly:


Rutelli clearly indicated what he meant by housing policies with that eviction. First, he came during the electoral campaign to support those families and to garner votes. Then, as soon as he was elected mayor, the eviction with those characteristics was carried out. That eviction was like few others seen before. There have been some in recent years, such as in the Piazza Indipendenza case, but none as violent as Tintoretto’s. It was one of the most dramatic evictions to have ever taken place in this city. Thanks to the movement, however, we managed to build some protests. Until the 1990s, we were able to hold demonstrations, and the municipality sometimes blocked evictions and financed the purchase of houses. At least there was a response to our requests. In the last thirty years, there has been none of this anymore. And the center-left has contributed to this operation (interview by Author, November 23, 2023).



Besides being a home for 400 families, the occupation in question also served as an opportunity for the movements to denounce the speculative use of assets by public social security institutions and to advocate for the allocation of those flats to address the housing emergency. Nonetheless, a few months after the start of the squatting experience, Rutelli became mayor and allocated 30% of the available housing stock to the DIA police force (Anti-Mafia Investigation Directorate), subsequently opting to evict squatters:


The grievance raised by those families was the discovery that the building had remained vacant for two years despite the prevailing housing emergency. However, people were not initially aware that, following the occupation, the city council allocated 30% of that accommodation to the police. This revelation led to a significant issue. The police force dispatched on that day included the DIA, and they arrived wearing balaclavas. They proceeded to beat women, children, and men. There is footage capturing the scene of an armored vehicle striking the occupants who were seated on the steps. In total, 24 individuals were injured, some of them severely (interview by Author, November 23, 2023).



Page 92 →On January 10, 1994, the police forcibly evacuated the houses using two amphibious vehicles, running over people who were engaged in a form of passive resistance while sitting on a staircase. The families resisted for a few years without any solution, initially living in a tent city and later occupying some vacant buildings until they eventually secured the allocation of public housing. During this time, according to Angelino, “no institutional solution was provided to them.”



Castrense and De Lollis

With Rutelli, the foundations for the separation of the left from its electorate were laid, even though the new center-left candidate Walter Veltroni won the subsequent election in 2001 and remained in office until 2008. Although there were some sgomberi of organized squats during the initial years, his mandate will be remembered for what Federico Bonadonna defined as the “Rome Model” (2009). This model was based on the contradictory pax veltroniana, which envisioned a left-oriented “welcoming” capital city. However, this approach came at the price of pacifying social conflicts and soon translated into forced evictions of spontaneous Roma camps, occupations and slums. At the same time, Veltroni created an institutional role within the city council known as the Delegate of the Mayor to the Housing Emergency, a position held throughout both his mandates by the former trade unionist Nicola Galloro. His intermediation was crucial, especially during the attempted sgombero of an occupation in Viale Castrense. This incident provided an opportunity to negotiate an “armistice” concerning the evictions of organized squats during the Veltroni era. Following massive resistance by the housing movements against the attempted sgombero, a dialogue with the administration commenced, ultimately resulting in Resolution n. 110/2005 and a concurrent “non-occupation pact,” as described by Galloro:


We surveyed all the occupations and reached a mutual agreement. Through an extraordinary plan, the administration committed to providing homes for everyone. As we relocated people, properties were released. Occupants had the right to a percentage of the total council flats, a condition we respected, with one precondition: no new occupations.Page 93 →

So, every time a squat was “freed,” people were given a house?

Exactly. Additionally, with Castrense, we also negotiated an agreement with the real estate owners, leaving the squatters there.

However, many inhabitants are now living in other squats. In short, many have yet to be assigned a home. Did they reject it?

No, because we did not evict. At that time, the Prefect and real estate owners pressured us. Where did we find common ground? When we decided to leave them in there! We paid the rent. I did not relocate people from Castrense. We avoided eviction problems by intervening only in properties facing pressure for eviction. How did we sustain this over time? Through the agreement! That was the plan in those years, with many difficulties, but we managed to maintain this situation, even with the agreement not to create new occupations. Introducing new occupations would have jeopardized any plan (interview by Author, May 5, 2023).



After Veltroni resigned in 2008 to run in (and later lose) the national elections against former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, the right-wing politician Gianni Alemanno became the new mayor, with an electoral campaign primarily focused on Roma people and other securitization issues. Alemanno, a former militant of the MSI (Italian Social Movement) known for his fascist sympathies, raised concerns among local housing rights movements from the outset of his mandate. He pursued a hardline policy toward squatters, even writing a letter to the then Prefect and Police Commissioner of Rome, urging them to increase and accelerate the evictions of organized squats. In 2012 and 2013, housing movements initiated a massive occupation of abandoned buildings throughout the city, known as the Tsunami Tour. In that letter, Alemanno denounced those actions as “shameful,” stating that the housing emergency “cannot be addressed through the occupation of properties” because, in doing so, “no one is helped, and, above all, the weakest and most disadvantaged groups are not protected” (Redattore Sociale, 2013).

The year before, the then-mayor had evicted 200 families occupying an empty building in Via Baldassarre Castiglione, in the Montagnola district, during a snow emergency (Pica, 2012). Although he did not provide alternative solutions to those squatters, in 2012, after political pressure and an intense struggle led by the housing movement Action, the Page 94 →municipality was compelled to allocate council flats in Rocca Cencia, a hamlet in the city’s extreme outskirts,5 to the inhabitants of the nine-year-old squat located in Via De Lollis. Laura,6 a former inhabitant of both De Lollis and Castrense, described the new location as “a neighborhood that was not a neighborhood,” where she barely felt at home since “after many years in the same squat, you were used to working in another neighborhood, doing politics in another neighborhood, and having fun in another neighborhood”:


That relocation was absurd. As Action, we accepted it, but those were private houses built next to an AMA7 collection center, so we breathed in garbage daily. And on top of that, there was no neighborhood; it was just those six buildings, surrounded by meadows and the AMA! There were no churches, markets, or typical neighborhood amenities. Even in a neighborhood like Ponte di Nona, which is unattractive and a dormitory area with many criminal organizations, at least it has a church, a market, a pharmacy, and a supermarket… I mean, at least it has sidewalks! We did not even have a sidewalk in Rocca Cencia! Getting used to living there took a lot of work. I teased my comrades and told them, “You made me a political deportee! Look where we ended up!” It was shocking that people could live like this or that after all these years of struggle, we had agreed to take these houses (interview by Author, May 25, 2023).





Indipendenza

After Alemanno, the center-left wing won the elections again in 2013 with Ignazio Marino, although his mandate lasted only two years due to the Mafia Capitale scandal that ravaged the city and its political equilibria. This event significantly contributed to the subsequent election of Virginia Raggi, a member of the Five-Star Movement (M5S). M5S is commonly seen as a populist party, distinguished by its tendency to leverage legalistic approaches to implement political reforms as obligatory measures (Corso, 2019). Right before Raggi’s election in 2016, the then Extraordinary Commissioner Francesco Paolo Tronca signed Resolution n. 50 of Rome City Council. The resolution established a list of occupied Page 95 →buildings, including social and cultural centers and organized and spontaneous housing squats, to be quickly evicted. According to Tronca, the council flats already earmarked by the city would be enough to solve the housing emergency once and for all.

Raggi then continued the path set by Tronca. With housing informality reduced to an issue of legality and public order, the result was that many people in Rome were living in encampments managed by migrants in collaboration with non-profit associations, in temporary accommodation managed by the Catholic third sector, and in housing squats (Massa, 2021, 380). The mayor’s decorum-based policy fully aligned with the broader cultural and legal framework surrounding squatting. This approach led to a particularly brutal eviction near the city center: Via Curtatone/Piazza Indipendenza (August 19, 2017), in the same area as the main railway station, Termini, discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. In that building, hundreds of people, mostly Eritrean refugees with precarious work or no work at all, were evicted. The building had been occupied in 2013 by Precarious Metropolitan Blocks, together with a group of Eritrean refugees, although the latter soon severed ties with the former. The eviction was conducted in a particularly violent manner by the police, sparking significant media coverage and debate in the following weeks, as police officers were caught on camera saying: “Make them disappear; if any of them run, break their arms” (Hung, 2019, 129). Fiona, a former resident of that building whom I interviewed, stated: “While they were beating us, they called us mafiosi! But mafiosi of what? Can’t you see that we all have children?” (October 13, 2023). This criminalization of the evictees extended to their future accommodation, which had yet to be planned since the institutional intervention was limited to freeing up the building. Massa described this event as a “domicide” (Porteous & Smith, 2001), using eviction as a significant perspective to examine how home can become intrinsically vulnerable in specific socio-political contexts, with profound consequences for inhabitants’ being-in-the-world (Massa, 2022, 33).

Beyond the violence of the eviction itself, the aftermath was also marked by continuing violence. According to Annunziata and Lees, sgomberi have evolved into a perfect mechanism for the municipality to Page 96 →reassert control over occupied buildings while simultaneously addressing or dissipating the squatters’ housing needs (2020, 382). In their paper, they documented the accommodation alternatives provided after that eviction, which were: 1) situated too far from the city center, disconnecting residents from crucial networks and opportunities; 2) exclusively for females and children, leading to the separation of male relatives and the consequential rupture of family ties; 3) limited in duration, lasting only three months (ibid., 381). Evictees reported that the local government had left them with no alternatives, forcing them to consider displacement outside the city, disregarding their specific needs (workplace, work hours, commuting requirements) and those of their children (school). For this reason, after the sgombero, it was (and still is) nearly impossible to determine the whereabouts of the former inhabitants of Piazza Indipendenza. Annunziata and Lees reported that some migrated to Germany to join relatives. Fiona confirmed to me that the city council also offered her and her son the option of temporary accommodation in a reception center, excluding her husband. Since they refused to be separated, they found themselves back in the housing rights movements squat system, initially in the peripheral occupation of Collatina (along with other families from Piazza Indipendenza) and later, from August 2023 onwards, in the more central squat of Spin Time. Regardless, their community fragmented, and all their efforts to establish the “minimum conditions” either to stay or to continue their journey dissipated.

While sgomberi continued in subsequent years, the Capitoline Assembly, in 2020, temporarily halted the Tronca plan. This resolution, proposed by the Democratic Party, was, in fact, the implementation of something better known as the “linea soft” (soft line) or “sgomberi soft.” It involved creating a priority list of the most problematic and unsafe buildings and evicting them without the use of public force to “combine the requirements of legality and protection of owners with those of respect for the rights of people,” as Virginia Raggi stated in an interview (Askanews, 2018). However, it approached sgomberi as an administrative solution, addressing landlords’ needs and potential social issues without critically examining the structural violence and political implications of the evictions and without addressing the structural causes of the lack of affordable housing.





What Came Afterward? Housing and Affective Trajectories

Fiona is an Eritrean woman in her thirties. While we were filling out the interview release form, she asked me what date it was. When she learned it was October 13, 2023, she smiled bitterly and exclaimed, “Ah, when we occupied Piazza Indipendenza: October 13, 2013. Ten years ago.”

Over the past decade, Fiona has made several attempts to reconcile herself with the neighborhood where her journey as a squatter began: Esquilino, one of the city’s most central and multi-ethnic areas. Arriving in Italy in 2011, after an initial stay in a reception center, she joined the Piazza Indipendenza occupation in 2013, where she later met her future husband. The four years of occupation marked significant milestones in her life: marriage, pregnancy, the birth of her son, and enrollment in a nursery at the nearby Di Donato school. She was pleased with this choice, considering it a “welcoming” school, attentive and non-judgmental toward migrants and squatters. Following the 2017 eviction and refusing the separation from her husband proposed by the city council, she was definitively expelled from any institutional support. Fiona applied for council housing in 2015 and is still awaiting placement. With her family, she stayed with friends for a few months before ending up in the squat where her husband had previously lived—Via Collatina, in the far eastern quadrant of the city. Only recently, in August 2023, has she managed to return to Esquilino, residing in the Spin Time squat, thanks to the mediation of an activist. Until that moment, Fiona never stopped sending her son to the Di Donato school. Despite living far away from the school in question, she crossed the approximately 11 kilometers that separated her new squat from the school using public transport every morning for six years. This guaranteed educational continuity and a welcoming environment for her son.

Fiona is one of the many examples of people evicted without stable and dignified solutions. Moreover, she exemplifies how evictions can have disempowering effects on individuals even years after their physical removal, configuring the eviction itself as a constantly affective process (Doboš et al., 2023).

Page 98 →In addition to returning to the circuit of informal squats, another potential post-eviction housing path is demonstrated by Laura, also mentioned in the previous section. Laura was among those allocated council flats in Rocca Cencia, where many former squatters from De Lollis were relocated. Years later, the same relocation occurred also for those from Castrense. At that time, despite obtaining an apartment, the displacement process she experienced, moving from the more central district of San Lorenzo—and from Cinecittà, where she was born and engaged in all her political activities—resulted in an apparent deterioration of her living conditions, especially from a social perspective:


When you are thrown into another neighborhood, you must start all over again: building social relationships, understanding where the supermarket is, navigating administrative services, and addressing necessities… Essentially, you have to reset yourself in some way and find a way to resettle. While this process might take a shorter time for young people, it can be very traumatic for some older individuals (interview by Author, May 25, 2023).



The loss of the communal dimension posed an additional challenge, one that she and the other former occupiers endeavored to overcome in various ways:


On Saturdays and Sundays, when I went shopping, I would post an announcement: “I’m going out to the grocery store; who wants to come?” And I would take them all in the car! Because many do not have a car, that is another fortunate thing, right? They drop you off there, and if you do not have a car, you have to wake up at five in the morning to catch the bus. Or go shopping with a trolley on the bus. So, it is not effortless (interview by Author, May 25, 2023).



Laura remained in Rocca Cencia for ten years before securing a consensual housing exchange in a self-recovery housing project now managed by the public sector, near her home neighborhood of Cinecittà. With significantly less daily effort, she continues her work as an activist in a social center, which recently contributed to her election as a city councillor.




Conclusions

Fiona and Laura embody two distinctly different post-eviction experiences, but they share one common aspect: both achieved a “happy ending” thanks to the intervention of housing movements. Both experiences highlight that merely finding shelter is insufficient. What is still lacking in Rome is a rethinking of what we mean by inhabiting when it comes to racialized and criminalized individuals, both current and former squatters. These individuals are often not even considered deserving of housing worthy of the name. This is evident to the extent that, even after an intense struggle results in the assignment of a council flat, they are relocated to the far outskirts. Above all, their experiences exemplify how sgombero in Rome is a multidimensional and long-lasting process that impacts the lives of people and their social and affective relationships even months or years after their physical removal from their dwelling place.

Most importantly, similar post-eviction trajectories highlight a tension between the alleged linear histories usually associated with the idea of Rome as a historical and “eternal” site and the individual experiences of former squatters, causing, in this way, a constant and wrongful de-historicization of the latter. Indeed, time has not stopped for former squatters at the moment of eviction. By integrating these embodied experiences with the increasing and significant research on still ongoing squatting experiences, it is possible to problematize both the local squatting phenomenon per se and the temporal and spatial complexity of Rome, which is anything but a city always equal to itself.

Many scholars have specifically investigated organized housing squats in Rome, contributing to mapping their different organizational configurations (Mugnani, 2017; Costantini, 2023) and their socio-political contexts (Grazioli, 2021; Dadusc et al., 2019). However, limited analytical attention has been paid to what happens to people’s lives after being evicted from housing movements’ squatted buildings. In Rome, what remains notably absent is an analytical and political approach to sgomberi (evictions) as an affective process that extends temporally beyond the mere act of removal from a place. Similarly lacking is an epistemological commitment to amplifying the global relevance of this process to inform broader debates in urban studies and other urban contexts. This gap persists because there is scant literature addressing the “afterlife” of evictions Page 100 →in this sense. Examining the geographies of evictions in urban spaces and conceptualizing them as ongoing affective processes—as scholars have done in different contexts such as a small southern Slovakian town (Doboš et al., 2023)—would shift the focus. Such an approach would move beyond analyzing only the structural causes and negative consequences of eviction to consider the eviction process as something unfolding in the present, with temporal dimensions that extend well beyond the initial act of displacement. By shifting the focus to the existential and relational aftermath of eviction processes, we can grasp how the emotions and resettlement attempts of those involved shape the process on both discursive and material levels. Thus, evictability serves as a critical lens to examine the intrinsic vulnerability of the home itself in specific socio-political contexts—or, as Lancione (2023) would say, this vulnerability will never be overcome until we dismantle current understandings of home. In doing so, the aftermath of squatting might reveal profound insights into how inhabitants experience their existence in the world before, during, and after an eviction occurs.



Notes


	1This chapter was written with support from the Inhabiting Radical Housing European Research Council Starting Grant (project no. 851940).

	2Most data were collected through long-standing participant observation within Roman squats and by conducting 13 semi-structured interviews with tenants, current and former squatters, and institutional representatives. Additionally, historical reconstruction has been facilitated through discourse analysis of media sources and legislation related to the periods examined.

	3The fund in question is the “National Fund to Support Access to Rental Housing.” It was established in 1998 by the center-left government led by Massimo D’Alema. The fund requires annual refinancing by the Italian government through the Budget Law. Subsequently, the Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport must approve a decree by March 31 to distribute the fund’s resources to the regions. The allocation to beneficiaries occurs through specific tenders activated by the municipalities. However, since its inception, the fund’s appropriations have varied. In practice, it seems that the latter has become contingent on the political agenda and priorities Page 101 →dictated by the governments in power. For instance, with the 2023 budget law, the Meloni government opted not to allocate resources to the fund.

	4To reclaim urban assets, Prefects and the Minister of Internal Affairs targeted and listed buildings for evacuation due to security concerns (Annunziata & Lees, 2020, 380). This occurred with the eviction plan in 2016, led by the former Prefect, and again in 2018 and 2022 by the former Minister of the Interior, Matteo Salvini, and the current one, Matteo Piantedosi.

	5The assignments were made possible by Resolution n. 206 of 2007, through which the Veltroni administration allocated a share of public housing to families from emergency housing situations.

	6The names of the squatters are all pseudonyms, while the names of the leaders of housing movements and other institutional representatives are their real names, as they are well-known figures in the Roman political scenario and have agreed to be cited.

	7AMA is the Roman waste collection company.
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Navigating Crossroads

Control, Mobility, and Marginalization in Contemporary Rome






Chapter five

Migration Processes and the Margins of the Urban

The Aesthetic-Moral Governance of Bodies and Territory at Roma Termini Station

Silvia Antinori



Introduction

This chapter focuses on disentangling the aesthetic-moral techniques used to govern bodies and urban spaces in the complex, stratified territory of Roma Termini, the main railway station in Rome, in the heart of the city. It does so in relation to the interplay of multiple forms and putative ontologies of social marginality—which conceal dynamics of marginalization—examining the specific intersection of migration processes and homelessness. It draws on a larger doctoral research project undertaken between 2019 and 2023 that involved an intense period of ethnographic fieldwork empirically investigating the lived experiences of many migrant homeless people who passed through the interstices of the city and dwelled within them. The research examined on the one hand the forms of subjectivity generated by an experience of liminal spaces—within a continuum of social and institutional violence (Bourgois & Scheper-Hughes, 2004; Beneduce, 2008)—that is only hinted at here. Page 108 →On the other hand, it explored the various techniques of neoliberal governance of bodies and territories,1 core of the chapter, employing a theoretical framework spanning the anthropology of migration, critical border studies, and urban studies, while converging on the question of migration and precarious housing/homelessness (Antinori et al., 2024).

One of the key points of my argument is that the convergence of these two phenomena is of relevance to the current historical situation in Italy, in which housing precarity has arisen as a structural consequence of the legal and political management of migration in the last 20 years, and more rigidly since 2013–2015. Therefore, in the first section I partially illustrate some dynamics of what might be called the “legal production of illegality” (De Genova, 2002) and marginality. In relation to such dynamics we are witnessing the stratification and “chronicization” of situations of extremely precarious housing, and of precarious existence itself: the eruption and sedimentation of informal settlements all around the country, the production of urban margins and interstitial spaces, the overlap of different forms of housing precarity and homelessness, with severe consequences which undermine the subjectivities of migrant people who live in prolonged precarious and liminal conditions (Thomassen, 2014). As the anthropologist Barbara Pinelli states: “camps, abandoned buildings, makeshift dwellings ought to be considered political spaces because of the subjectivities and the sense of self that are produced for those who live or linger in those spaces” (2017, 66, my emphasis).

In the second section, I describe the complex territory of Roma Termini Station and the paradoxical coexistence of constraining realities within the same space. I consider these emblematic of the dynamics discussed above, intertwined with broader neoliberal processes and forms of governance of the city. I argue that the production of margins and marginalities is deeply functional to the reproduction of neoliberal systems, in terms of moral and material economies. In the last few years, several researchers have sought to portray the city as a fragmented reality (Pozzi, 2019), subject to logics of differentiation and the reproduction of internal borders, the location of “strategies of privatization, entrepreneurship and managerialization, a place of growing social, economic and spatial inequality” (Aru & Puttili, 2014, 10). The outcome of these trends Page 109 →is an ever more intense process of “fractalization” of the margins within cities and the constitution of internal borders and interstitial spaces. Hegemonic orders (economic, moral, etc.) are thereby territorialized in the urban fabric (Tulumello & Bertoni, 2019).

As I show in the third section, emblematic of these processes is the construction and the use of aesthetic-moral rhetoric such as urban decency/urban decay (linked to migration and securitization) in order to transform and privatize public spaces. Filling in the instrumental ambiguity of the term “decay” are social groups that are from time to time defined as undesirable. In this case homeless migrant people (“Us poor people” as one person I interviewed succinctly put it), are perpetually displaced in the formation of new internal borders and margins, where the border is understood as a processual apparatus capable of creating asymmetries through mechanisms of selection and categorization. The fourth section will give empirical substance to the work of such processes through ethnographic cases in the space of Roma Termini and will emphasize the deep consequences produced on the daily lives of the homeless people involved.

While diverse phenomena such as poverty, housing issues, and migration are often approached from a perspective that views them as static and disconnected, I here propose an interpretation in which the processual production and intersection of these phenomena are emphasized. This accompanies the analysis of various urban regulations and interlocking legislation which have transformative consequences for the entire city and its inhabitants.



The Production of Margins

In the (Euro)Italian context, the current extremely selective management of migration and the systems that position the reception of asylum seekers halfway between “emergency and assistance” have helped to generate marginal territories on the fringes of other “legitimate” (formal and institutional) ones. “Reception camps and makeshift dwellings, squares and stations, regular and irregular economies, protracted waits and bureaucratic rituals, social violence and abuse of power, marginalization that is all-too-often extreme, institutional abandonment: all of these things Page 110 →punctuate the time and space of applying for asylum in Italy” (Ciabarri & Pinelli, 2017, 14). This is true not only during the bureaucratic process of requesting international protection, but also when the document is obtained. The dynamics by which the legal/illegal subject is constructed are ongoing: one must therefore take into consideration the extended period during which asylum seekers must engage with state apparatuses to obtain and maintain their legal status: this status is, in fact, subject to continuous legal and moral revaluation: it is not, in other words, only entry that defines the position of the migrant, rather it is the persistence of bureaucratic relations and assistance support.

These dynamics were evident among homeless migrants I met in Termini. An example is represented by the many who obtained and then lost their residence permit for “humanitarian reasons” (motivi umanitari), a status that was repealed by the government in 2018 and replaced two years later with “special protection.”2 Most of them therefore became “illegal” at some point in their lives; they became bodies excluded from the formal labor and housing markets, from public assistance, cast off into the mesh of the most extreme forms of exploitation, especially caporalato,3 drug and sex markets. Losing their residence permit, many migrants who cyclically camped in the Termini station area have been moving recursively across the country for years, following the rhythm of seasonal labor linked to underground economies.

The trajectories by which it is possible to become illegal can be even more severe for those who never entered the state’s support network, were not admitted, were expelled, discharged, or for other reasons withdrew from it. This network is in fact designed to impose adherence to particular rules that are firmly ethnocentric and imbued with a humanitarian logic (Fassin, 2018). They do not take into account the entire political picture and the actual life plans of the subjects they host. Moreover, they are made in compliance with principles or ideas about migrants, women, or children—referred to as “unaccompanied minors”—that are situated and variable even if declared universal (for example by International Conventions). They are culturally determined, strongly disciplining and disruptive of the desires and designs of others.

A further interesting and delicate case in Roma Termini, which perfectly embodies what has just been written, concerns the many Page 111 →“unaccompanied minors” that live outside the reception circuits. As a result of the above and other failings inherent in the reception system itself, many people, including “minors,” find themselves out of formal living solutions, moving in the margins, through a range of survival tactics and economies of resettlement. In places marked by indeterminacy such as these, “behaviors codified within a marginalized subculture” are often activated, “offering the subjects who participate in them local solutions to an experience of structural vulnerability” (Staid, 2015, 32).

In Roma Termini’s interstices it is possible to observe dynamics and intersectional practices of social affiliation—in terms of age, ethnicity, and so on; forms of solidarity (as well as of conflict); socio-spatial tactics able to partially redefine subjectivities otherwise in suspension—also through the mobilization of the transnational imagery linked to t/rap music, to give a small example concerning young migrants in the margins. Although I will not address this complex topic in the chapter, it is extremely important to mention it to evoke the multidimensionality of the fieldwork and of the subjects involved; subjects who live in constant tension between momentum linked to their own migration (and life) projects and mechanisms of control and oppression.

The policies and practices that combine mechanisms of care, control, and social abandonment (Biehl, 2013) clearly demonstrate the contradictions inherent in Europe’s humanitarian reception paradigm and border regime. In this framework, the abandonment is understood to refer to “the responsibility the State holds for allowing suffering and hardship to permeate people’s daily lives” (Pinelli, 2017, 67). One of the main consequences of this policy is the production of a “hypermobile homeless population,” one of “errant subjects” (Fontanari, 2017, 40) who traverse countries and borders, following seasonal labor, bureaucratic practices or social networks. These include slum-like “ghettoes” that house farm laborers dotted around the Italian countryside; other types of informal settlements that spring up in crucial zones (for transit or seasonal labor) and borderlands; and fragments of space in the interstices of the urban landscape, particularly those surrounding transit hubs. These form paradoxical territories: extremely precarious housing situations at the margins of the state (Das & Poole, 2004) but often at the center of the city, as in the case of interstitial spaces in Roma Termini.




The “Margins in the Center”: Roma Termini

Within the context of precarity and intermittent homelessness described above, and following the urban routes pursued over the years by many migrant people living outside the reception system in Rome, certain territories stand out as particularly significant. Among these is the area of Roma Termini: the capital’s main railway station and one of the country’s nerve centers, a primary meeting place and point of transit. Termini is the gateway to the city, facilitating connections on a local, national, and international level. It is a place in which urban transformation intersects with global processes and where the here paradoxically combines with the elsewhere (Brioni, 2017).

Part of a much broader process of transformation that is reconfiguring many Italian urban centers to facilitate consumer tourism (as well as other neoliberal forces), the areas encompassing major stations have been transfigured into commercial centers, to the point of almost upending their original use. This type of renovation is being carried out in Termini in conjunction with highly securitized measures deployed through the extensive and constant presence of law enforcement, gates and turnstiles, video surveillance systems, and so on. While massively impacted by these processes of “regeneration,” commercialization, and securitization, the station is at the same time a historical site of services for those deemed socially vulnerable and of volunteer networks; an interstitial zone frequented every day by hundreds of homeless people, and a kind of open-air dormitory. It is an area where formal and informal activities blend into one another, characterized by the co-presence of different socio-spatial morphologies, by the commingling of transit, marginality, informality, control, and consumption. Termini is one of those urban territories where innumerable apparently contradictory but consubstantial features, characteristic of contemporary society, come to the surface. It is a place where it is possible to spatially observe what the anthropologist Andrea Staid identifies as a kind of double reality that comes to be consolidated in (and nourishes) Italian cities. Different economies, regimes, social realities coexist in the same space, but only intersect at specific moments even as one lives alongside and in relation to the other:


Page 113 →the first does not know the second, but continuously invokes it, makes of it the source of every discomfort or, as it’s termed today, every urban and civil ‘decay’; the second lives in the shadow of the informal, semi-legal or illegal economy […] and most importantly is voiceless. The legitimate city expresses fear or suspicion regarding the illegitimate city, but resorts to the latter for a wide array of services and benefits: from domestic labor to illegal employment on building sites, from the supply of various types of prostitution to that of narcotics, gambling or illicit lines of credit. The illegitimate city is responsible for providing a number of services whose clientele is largely made up of members of legitimate society. (Staid, 2015, 12)



It is striking to see how these contrasting realities coexist in Termini. In spite of the prompt and conspicuous arrival of law enforcement to implement security and moral paradigms, the presence of subjects rhetorically referred to as dangerous or “degradative” continues to occur, with activities including illegal employment, drug dealing, and sex work (including prostitution of minors) carried out in most cases by illegalized migrant people. On the other hand, the demand for this labor comes from Italian citizens and the many tourists who pass through Rome and whose access to the city takes place through the station itself. This point—for the same reasons that Staid states in the quotation above—cannot be overlooked; indeed, it must be understood as the crux of any attempt to understand the functioning of the contemporary city in Europe. Migration processes, neoliberal techniques of government, and the production and reproduction of “subaltern citizenships” (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013; Mellino, 2012) are all parts of the same mechanism: they come together in ways that are functional to the growth of the center.

Analyzing migration in urban spaces makes even more evident how the border no longer coincides with the national frontier alone but takes on a tentacular, microscopic, and pervasive form. The migrant body does not undergo total concealment but rather a partial rejection and maintenance at, precisely, the margins. This reproduction of margins and internal borders (understood as filters that produce difference) sanctions hierarchies of access to spaces and rights and concretely shapes subjectivities.




Urban Decency?

The relationship between commercialization, transportation, and exclusion is also recognizable in other locations in the city. Tiburtina station, like Termini, although in a less central but still strategic position in Rome’s geography, assumes particular importance because it serves as the capital’s main coach and bus station. Over the years, the surrounding area has hosted informal camps for Italians and, more recently, for hundreds of migrants, thanks to the presence of the grassroots association Baobab Experience (see Chapter 7, this volume). This station too has undergone a vast process of “regeneration” which has transformed the area. Pervasively, the rhetoric of decency/decay in connection to that of security, has accompanied operations of evacuation of migrants and refugees supported by the use of material/architectural devices such as the “anti-man planters” (Renzi, 2021). Much the same phenomenon has occurred around Ostiense station, another important Roman transit hub, which over the years has hosted veritable tent cities occupied by migrants. Ostiense has now been redeveloped, becoming home to the multistorey shop Eataly, a process that was accompanied by an aptly titled newspaper marketing campaign: “Air Terminal emerges from its decay” (Sympa, 2012, my emphasis).

Rhetorically speaking, the connected terms decoro/degrado (decency/decay) are extremely (and instrumentally) ambiguous. They are categories that are in themselves empty; we might say they are floating signifiers. Instead, in practice, the way to emerge from decay (decay which is, in this case, embodied by homeless migrant people) is well defined, as we can see in Tiburtina and Ostiense, where processes of regeneration (and commodification) are accompanied by rhetorics linked to decency. Looking at those examples, the “regeneration” into a place of commodification implies the equation decency = possibility of consumption, naturalizing the by no means self-evident connection between decay/decency and security, concealed under a moralizing veil (Marzorati & Semprebon, 2015).

There resides in this transition an important clue to understanding what is happening in many cities. The connection between migration and security that has characterized legislation on migration in Italy since the 1990s, has recently become increasingly tied to issues of public order Page 115 →in an urban context. An explicit example is the Minniti-Orlando decree, which came into law as “Urgent measures concerning security in cities” (Law 48/2017) and included “Measures for safeguarding security in cities and urban decency” (in which “urban decency” [decoro] is identified as a constitutive element of security) along with the 2020 “Measures for security in cities, immigration and international protection.” Thus, the already connected concepts of security and migration come to be more firmly linked to issues regarding urban public order and moral categories, in a rhetorical maneuver that corresponds to impactful practices aimed at the concrete transformation of urban spaces.

The process of structural change and urban securitization has emerged since the early 2000s primarily in relation to counter-terrorism measures (an example of this is Operation “Safe Streets”),4 and has materially affected the main Italian railway stations, changing their fabric and structure. Indeed, in September 2015, following the attack on the Bataclan in Paris, and coinciding with the Milan Expo, shortly after similar works were carried out at Milan Central station, Termini saw major changes:


Roma Termini also erected plexiglass walls in front of the platforms, and the entrance barriers were explicitly incorporated into the narrative of counter-terrorism measures. Trenitalia [the state railway company] went so far as to write that, with the barriers, it ‘wants to both combat terrorism and guarantee protection for travelers and employees.’



Are new gates what is really needed in these two cities? No, and the reasons proffered for them by FS (National Railways) obviously do not tell the whole story: the platform barriers, rather than a technical solution, are instead a social apparatus.


There are few benches, and those there are, are hostile to anyone wanting to rest, with ‘anti-homeless’ armrests that prevent anyone from lying down. There is no longer a waiting room: the old one was replaced by shops in the renovation undertaken a decade earlier. You must pay to use the toilet, and not even the memory remains of there having been water fountains (Bukowski, 2017).



Page 116 →What is de facto produced through these measures is the selective access of people to places which are no longer freely traversable or usable (the private waiting rooms are one example) or are dedicated to a new purpose: a permanent commitment to consumption. Spaces that were collective, therefore, are now no longer easily accessible, nor is there the option of enacting practices alternative to shopping. An episode that occurred during my field work is emblematic of this. In January 2022 several volunteers distributing food to the homeless population at Termini station (there are now very few people living within the building, which is closed at night), were stopped by private security personnel and soldiers, and removed from the station. On 20 January, the Roman edition of the newspaper La Repubblica reported on this with the headline:


The Army at Termini: ‘Giving Food to The Homeless Is Banned’. Uniformed Soldiers and Vigilantes Stop Volunteers for Several Days. ‘We Must Defend Commercial Spaces’.



And in the paragraph below:


The officers are paid by Grandi Stazioni Rail ‘to protect the decency and the operationality of the 170 businesses present in the hub’ (De Ghantuz Cubbe, 2022).



Thus, in a startlingly brazen manner, it is not only security guards who fulfill the role of protecting “decency” (removing marginal bodies to protect private commercial space), but even the Italian Army.



Liminal Hotspots

The following raw and illuminating testimony by A., a homeless Tunisian man who lived in Italy for several decades, staying around Termini station until his tragic death,5 highlights these key issues from the perspective of those who experience them daily. It underlines the construction and changeableness of conceptions of decency/decay, the widespread and insistent tendency to criminalize poverty, the implementation of hostile practices, and the station’s change over time.


Page 117 →It’s not good that people sleep outside. You can’t abandon poor people like that. What they do with the water,6 in my opinion, is a way, a government policy. […] It’s the first time, truth be told, I’ve been here thirty years, that I’ve seen something like that. […]

I don’t go inside [the station], I can’t stay there even a minute, two minutes, to make a collection, not just me but lots of people, the cop [carabiniere] arrives and writes [you up]. “Next time I’m taking you to jail”.

Everything’s changed, so many things have changed. There’s not even a bathroom here, come on! Before there were two, three bathrooms for people. Look how gross the station is! Why not put two or three bathrooms for poor people? I’m happy if everything is clean. I find bottles and I throw them in the bins. I don’t work, I do that voluntarily.

Now you have to pay to go to the toilet. Without money you can’t live here, you die. It’s all changed. The poor man dies, and nobody cares. Why don’t they help to stop people sleeping outside? To not get sick? The other day we found a dead man here, a young African, by the tobacconist… How did this boy die? How did he die?? That’s the problem. Why don’t they give us a house, even five or six people to sleep there, to have a shower? He was away from drugs, so how did he die? It’s not good.

Take a look here, Termini station is a big problem. […] They’ve lost their minds because they’re on the street. 100% sure, still really young. […]

Why don’t the social workers put something, put a little building for us? After that the station is free and quiet for everyone, for us and for you all.

You can’t let people die like that, so many things, you can’t talk […]

I don’t understand why they throw water on you, while sleeping…how come? What did I do? […]

There used to be toilets and showers…in the 90s… Now everything’s changed, there was the shop, that’s closed. Now where do I go to the toilet? Where? There’s the right to a toilet even for foreigners. I go in the bar and they say no, you can’t come into the bar. Where do I go?

(Interview with A., Termini station, December 2021).



Material apparatuses of control and exclusion such as gates and turnstiles, or hostile architecture such as anti-homeless benches and concrete bollards placed in the only sheltered areas in which it is possible to lie Page 118 →down, dot the territory of the station. In addition, the daily lives of homeless people are marked by the constant implementation of practices of control which, in combination with dynamics of abandonment and the presence of care services in the area, contribute to turning the territory of Termini into a sort of “suspension hotspot.” In such territory, forms of subjectivity are produced that could in some way be defined as liminal, as we are talking about an interstitial space characterized by the dispossession, compression, and disintegration of the spatial/temporal dimensions (Thomassen, 2014).

In contrast to the reception “camp”—understood as a homogeneous apparatus, a fixed space of control—we are dealing here with a complex territory, one characterized by a multiplicity of practices and rhythms. And yet, in many ways it seems appropriate to apply to this urban space what the ethnographic literature on forced migration reports with regard to reception centers. Alongside the specific, violent interventions performed at Termini (interventions which are often perceived as arbitrary), opaque and “myopic” (Whyte, 2011) practices of control and surveillance are also continually deployed. These contradictory, constantly repeated practices have the effect of producing specific subjectivities, not docile but always potentially deportable (De Genova, 2002), always exploitable, and instrumental in the construction of moral narratives (decay and insecurity) and territorial governance.

The following excerpts from my field diary report an episode that occurred in September 2021 which is emblematic of this deportability. It involved several migrant people in various conditions of homelessness, who used to camp at night outside the Piazza dei Cinquecento entrance of Termini station:


7 September, evening

Arriving at the usual corner I find K. […]: he shouts ‘N.! N,!’ as soon as he sees me, crossing his hands to signify arrest. Others arrive. It’s an impassioned story: that morning the police, something like ten officers, had taken many of the people who sleep there away in a ‘coach’ (this is what they tell me), among whom were N., L. and M.

They were all transported to the police headquarters and detained for hours.Page 119 →

The stories become increasingly impassioned, Arabic, Italian […]

The law enforcement then notified AMA:7 the blankets, shoes and few articles of clothing possessed by the people who were detained were then thrown away. […]

After several hours, we saw M. arrive: they had released him. He was waiting to renew his documents in order to go back to Germany. […]

N. also came back […].

9 September

N. tells me that the police came back again yesterday and this morning. Every time they took people to the police station and then threw their clothes and blankets away. The same thing every day, for three days in a row.



Reports on operations such as the one described above are published on official Polizia di Stato (National Police) websites and then repeated by several newspapers, using terminology such as: “interventions aimed at control,” “sanitization,” and “regeneration,” carried out in collaboration with Rome’s Polizia Locale (Municipal Police), Trenitalia, and AMA.8 It is important to emphasize how far the official rhetoric has adopted the technical term “regeneration” (riqualificazione) for this type of intervention, and how it is increasingly the principal term used. Regeneration, decency, decay, control, security, immigration, sanitization constitute the rhetorical keywords through which impactful interventions, transformative spatial practices, and systemic acts of “vulnerabilization” are justified.

The apparently senseless overkill described above, consisting in the material destruction of the few blankets, shoes, and backpacks possessed by the homeless people (who, after detention, will inevitably find themselves returning to the same place as before, given the structural lack of alternative accommodation solutions), has concrete effects in their daily reality. Social relations, vital tactics, and material practices for living are dispersed and disintegrated, sucked into an abyss of uncertainty and an endless, repetitive coercion. After these events, N., who was 27 years old and had been traveling through Europe for the previous eight years, did not sleep for three days. He repeatedly told me that he had “zero morale,” that he was worried and that he could not sleep because he was “thinking Page 120 →about the future.” He reported the sensation of feeling “stuck” in the street, as if the spatial/temporal dimensions had crumbled.

Pierpaolo Ascari’s (2019) meditation on the postcolonial city provides important observations on Western urban realities, and the condition of having to live stuck in the margin. Ascari draws on Agier’s concept of the camp, by which he means “a social reality as much as a spatial one […] generally associated with immobility, more precisely the immobilizing of people in movement” (Agier, 2018, 146), linking it to Fanon’s reflections on the colony’s urban forms. In the context of our cities, the immobilization that Agier writes about intersects with other more spurious and sophisticated forms of detention or restraint, potentially even through logics of domination that do not take the immediate form of coercion (for example, urban policy interventions). It is important to emphasize how essential spatiality is in the racist imaginary. This spatiality is “a formula that one continuously encounters in discriminatory discourses as well as in the theorization and critiques of racism: the racially connoted being is the one who “must stay in his place.” Cultural and racial difference are expressed in terms of place and position” (Renault, 2009, 28). Applying this interpretation to the idea of decoro, Ascari pursues a reflection that strikingly corresponds with the idea of riqualificazione as described previously in relation to Termini. It adds a further shadow to my discussion about the production of marginalities and the aesthetic-moral governance of bodies and territories. The link between “being penned in” and “the aesthetic forms of respect for the status quo”…


seems to persist in the contemporaneousness of hotspots with urban decency policies. […] Not least because the aesthetic order maintains a very close relationship with the discretional power of the policeman, since ‘acting in defense of decency means […] taking for granted a concept that is in fact nothing of the sort—and thus producing something through your actions by claiming to act in its name’ (Dal Lago, Giordano 2018). In colonial territory itself, moreover, in order to protect its interests, the assimilated bourgeoisie ‘has no other option but to erect imposing edifices in the capital and spend money on so-called prestige projects’ (Fanon 2007) and thus mobilize the aesthetic function in the spheres of racial control and class relations (Ascari, 2019, 97–98, my emphasis).






Conclusion

In the winter of 2021, Grandi Stazioni’s practice, described above by A., of spraying cold water to prevent homeless people sleeping close to the main entrance of Termini became firmly established. Following the intensification of such incidents, in February 2022 various activists, along with a variety of citizens and grassroots associations, gathered as a “flash mob,” calling attention to the spread of hostile architecture and practices directed against homeless people. They highlighted that this was the tip of the iceberg of a system that structurally produces marginality, as well as the privatization of public spaces and transformative processes that were making the city less accessible for marginal people as well as for many citizens.

The specific, as well as emblematic, case of Roma Termini is to be placed within global late neoliberal economies (Povinelli, 2011) that increasingly assault bodies, urban practices, and social imaginaries (Pignarre & Stengers, 2011). Complex neoliberal forms aimed at domesticating the city as a whole take root within the framework of “decency.” One of the channels through which this framework operates involves the symbolic order. It takes the form of prescribing the univocal, monolithic use of space, often prohibiting (through punishment)9 divergent or excessively intensive uses of public space (such as sleeping on benches), preventing people from activating or even imagining alternative uses. This is particularly evident when we reflect on what occurs in the station area, but the list is endless: such practices are by no means limited to Termini station but are reflected in restrictions expanding across the city’s open spaces, such as the ban on sitting on the Spanish Steps and so on. In this context it becomes even more important to think of the body of the migrant or homeless person as always “out of place” (Sayad, 2002), always potentially subversive and always “doubly guilty” (ibid.).

Approaching the territory of Termini from the viewpoint of migration has made it possible to highlight how static categories like homelessness actually contain profoundly heterogeneous experiences and biographical trajectories. This applies to the migrant subjects at Termini: from those who have just arrived in Italy, perhaps on their way to somewhere else in Europe, to those who are returning, camped out awaiting new paperwork Page 122 →or pursuing seasonal work, and those who have been living rough for years, often in conditions of extreme (psycho-)social suffering. This is a microcosm that involves large numbers of people, whose experiences are extremely variegated, characterized by a diversity of routes, conditions, and timeframes. Thus, the case of Termini shows the issues arising when homelessness becomes intertwined with the phenomenon of human mobility and the related categories, mechanisms, and techniques that discipline it. An important point of meditation concerns precisely the disarticulation of the categories into which these experiences are pigeonholed, with massive repercussions in the structuring of the social services in terms of humanitarianism. These labels, in fact, are often used as “ontological statuses” to crystallize social processes and depoliticize their causes. They do so in a way which is functional to the reproduction of certain moral and material economies, as is particularly visible in the legal and bureaucratic trajectories which characterized migrants’ lives moving through the margins of Termini. Future analysis will need to focus on additional axes of vulnerability (like that of gender, for example) to unveil the combined work of multiple forms of marginalization and the functioning of specific processes aimed at the governance, transformation, and curtailment of cities and subjectivities.



Notes


	1In this chapter, neoliberalism is understood as “not just a mode of capitalist financialization. Rather, it is an encompassing regime of neoconservative governmentality that regulates the terms of livability by unevenly distributing resources and vulnerability among different bodies—differently racialized, gendered, and classed bodies” (Athanasiou, 2014, 1).

	2In Italy there are three types of international protection: 1. Recognition of refugee status; 2. Recognition of subsidiary protection; 3. Special protection. This last type of permit is a temporary status, of an extremely fragile sort. It expires after a limited period (usually 2 years), requiring one to engage in the difficult process of renewal, and at every stage it is potentially revokable, should it be deemed that one’s situation no longer meets the minimum requirements.

	3Caporalato is a criminal phenomenon which involves recruiting workers, mostly on a daily basis by a gangmaster, especially in agriculture.

	Page 123 →4 This operation started in 2008 across Italy through the employment of a contingent of the Armed Forces to prevent criminality.

	5A.’s body was found lifeless in March 2022 near the station, in the aftermath of an overdose. The last years of his life were characterized by a ferocious spiral of institutional abandonment and social suffering (about life and death in Termini see Antinori, 2024).

	6This refers to the fact that Grandi Stazioni (Gruppo Ferrovie dello Stato Italiano, the Italian national railway station operator), used pressure washers every evening in the winter of 2021 to spray cold water in front of the main entrance of Termini, with the aim of preventing homeless people from setting up their bedding and sleeping near its windows (one of the most sheltered places in the station area, given that it is covered and walled off on one side).The people targeted then moved exactly opposite, on the other side of the pavement, to a location more exposed to the elements.

	7AMA S.p.A. (Municipal Environmental Agency) is the company that manages the collection, treatment, and disposal of urban solid waste and street cleaning on behalf of the city government.

	8See Polizia di Stato (2020) and Rabbai (2021).

	9A concrete example is the Urban D.A.SPO (Divieto di Accedere alle manifestazioni SPOrtive), an Italian legal measure, originally used to counter violence in sport, whose purpose especially since 2017 is extended to urban spaces to prevent “social dangerousness.”
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Chapter six

Closures and Control in a Roman Train Station

Urban Change in Pandemic Times

Will Haynes



I’m sitting in Stazione Termini, in the swanky Mignon Café on the Via Marsala side of the old entrance hall under the big, curved roof. I want to try something different, and I’m reminded of French writer Georges Perec’s interest in ‘tuning’ into the everyday and mundane aspects of city life… I decide to make a list of everything ‘red’ that I notice around me:


	A sign for ‘centro vaccini,’

	And a woman’s phone case,

	Emergency fire hose and fire alarm,

	Taxi lights in Piazza dei Cinquecento,

	Stop signs,

	Faded red on series of international flags outside (France, Germany, UK etc.) and the bright red of a giant Italian tricolore,

	Puffer jacket,

	Rucksacks,

	Page 127 →An advert for a popstar’s new album,

	Ticket machines,

	Details on side of carabinieri car,

	Taillights of taxis crawling,

	Stop signs,

	A Coca Cola cup,

	Hang up sign on Zoom call of neighbor in café,

	Suitcase, rucksack, tote bag,

	Ticket sign,

	Fire hydrant in café,

	Luggage tag,

	Phone case no. 2,

	Cleaning bucket,

	Woman’s hair,

	Red veins in the marble stone,

	Lines on a Burberry scarf,

	Buses,

	A face mask.



Ethnographic diary entry. 15 March 2022. Termini station.



Despite being oddly poetic as a list of “observed things,” the items I identified in this Perec-inspired (1974) exercise helped me develop a new focus on the research field around me. I was interested in the hidden significance in routine and everyday life (Ehn & Löfgren, 2010), as well as the fascinating space of Termini station itself. The novelist Arundhati Roy wrote, “the pandemic is a portal” (Roy, 2020) and in some ways, the above extract is a stark reminder of those times. While I was not in Rome to “study” the effects of the pandemic, reading it back in 2024, the extract is revealing about the general, quiet ubiquity of Covid-19 and its effect on Rome, as with almost all other cities even after the pandemic’s peak had passed. Indeed, Covid prompted debate about how we see the cities we live in, and its visual vocabulary was immediately noticeable: empty spaces, masks, Zoom calls, vaccination clinics, surveillance, adverts for public hygiene, and so on.



Covid-19 Changed Rome

This chapter1 explores the pandemic urban governance that affected the lives of some of Rome’s most marginalized people, with a particular focus on homeless migrants at Termini station, a vital public space and cultural hub in the Italian capital. Undertaken between 2020 and 2022, this research was conducted as part of my doctoral studies, a period indelibly affected by the SARS-CoV-2 virus and the resultant pandemic. Within this chapter I will explore how some strategies to manage the spread of the virus in many ways accelerated and compounded urban processes that were affecting homeless people, especially in Roma Termini, which is a key conjunctural and infrastructural site in the city, and already featured in this volume in Chapter 5 by Silvia Antinori. While Termini—a usually bustling and often overwhelming environment—was comparatively quiet “during” Covid, it remained a place of key importance for people who live, work, and spend time there (Figure 6.1).


[image: Drawing showing how Termini fell relatively quiet in “Covid times” while remaining a place of mobility]
Figure 6.1.Sketch of a man walking across an empty Piazza dei Cinquecento post-lockdown, toward Termini (seen in the background). Even in periods of relative quiet, Termini looms large over the city as a hub for mobility. 1 March 2022. Sketch by the author.


This chapter situates itself within a broader body of literature that looks to center alternative urbanisms or inhabitations (Lancione, 2023), framing homelessness not as an aberration, but rather attempting to understand it on its own terms as a constituent part of the city. Building on Lancione’s work, I ask, “how is homelessness?” rather than normatively questioning “why?” or “what?” Second, I aim to advance a suite of Page 129 →creative methodologies, partly necessitated by having to do research at a distance. By adapting to a creative and interdisciplinary set of “Covid-proof” methods, we might further unpack how ethical research with homeless people2 and other marginalized groups might look in cities like Rome, and beyond.

Besides the physical post-viral reaction, “Covid-fatigue” can also be understood in more metaphoric terms. It may refer to a collective wish to forget what was, for many, a challenging time. Undoubtedly Covid provoked long-term and existential changes to urban societies worldwide, including Rome. But while the pandemic put a strain on many major cities, stories “from below” are often less heard. Covid tested the resilience of urban areas (Askarizad & He, 2022) and in some cases promoted solidarity and community (Mould et al., 2022; Bringel & Pleyers, 2022), yet we do not have substantial information about its effects on everyday practices of visibility and exclusion in public space. Indeed, where social science scholarship may miss the mark is capturing the granular nature of a pandemic’s effects on particular, localized geographies.



Creative Methods Enable Us to See Covid’s Hidden Stories

This chapter builds from a wider attempt to use a mixed-methods approach amid an unfolding pandemic in Rome. I include material (extracts and sketches) from my ethnographic diary as well as an analysis of a selection of films. This methodology became entangled with the global and local events that followed Covid, which caused and accompanied urban transformations and forced me to adapt and be creative in my approach. Inspired by geographer Helen Wilson’s (2016) assertion that encounters can be observed from a distance, I adapted much of my study to resources available online, as did other researchers (Roberts et al., 2021). For ethical reasons, I chose not to travel to Italy to conduct physical fieldwork close to vulnerable people until 2022, when restrictions were lessened by the government and I was able to move around and interact more freely (Nguyen et al., 2022). I conducted limited physical fieldwork in this time, wearing a mask and adhering strictly to the local Covid-protection measures to safeguard myself and others. I used Page 130 →sketching, a non-invasive visual method that does not compromise the identity of the sketched and maintains a safe distance, while providing a valuable version of what we see in fieldwork (Thieme, 2024). My other data source is a collection of films depicting life at Termini station produced by Rome-based filmmaking collective Termini TV. Founded in 2015 by journalist and activist Fran Conte, the organization’s film archive is a ready-made repository of life stories and experiences from within the station area (Haynes, 2021). It has over 12,000 likes on its Facebook page and hundreds of its films are available for free online. According to its website, Termini TV (2021) is the only online channel in the world specialized in narrating life stories from railway stations: “We explore the edge between travel and migration, travelers and migrants.” Its archive thus presented me with hundreds of narratives that I would not otherwise have had access to during the pandemic.



Covid and Covid-Management Strategies Had a Major Impact on Everyday Life

For many people globally, Covid impacted “experiences of home, our experiences in home, our capacities to pay for our housing,” and much more (Rogers & Power, 2020, 177–8). With an absence of home in a traditional, bricks-and-mortar sense, homeless people—in Rome and elsewhere—were uniquely affected by a set of safety measures that emphasized the right to safe housing and shelter. While previously an issue of the urban margins, this signified a transformation to a ubiquitous, worldwide concern and policy intervention (RHJ Editorial Collective, 2020). But what about those who could not go into lockdown, or “stay at home”? Among the many global repercussions of Covid, the pandemic seemed to compound and worsen many of the effects of urban development. In Rome, this made life even more difficult for homeless people—a population of extreme health vulnerability (Barbieri, 2020)—living in precarity around the city and in key public spaces, like Termini.3 Urban research showed that the pandemic affected the vulnerable in society the most (Reyes et al., 2020). The advent of Covid-19 resulted in more homeless people sleeping on the streets in Rome, subject to harsh weather (Povoledo, 2021). Capacity at overnight shelters dropped from 2020, as they faced Page 131 →challenges like creating adequate distance between beds and parishes not offering reception to homeless people (Giuffrida, 2021). Covid also caused the (temporary) closure of bars and restaurants, which impacted the food and drink many homeless people were able to access (Povoledo, 2021). Writing for Redattore Sociale, Eleonora Camilli observed that during the pandemic volunteers were unable to distribute food to people inside Termini. Station authorities wet the entrance, preventing people from sleeping there with the goal of keeping homeless or poor consumers away (Camilli, 2022; see also Chapter 5, this volume). Controversial new rules in the station stopped volunteers being allowed to offer food inside the station while reports claimed that soldiers had surrounded and removed a homeless person who was eating in the station (Il Post, 2022).

During and after the relative peak of the Covid pandemic, there was a great need to provide alternative means of assistance to homeless people in Rome after other sources (handouts from tourists, for example) became scarcer. Every Sunday, the volunteers from Mamma Termini would meet in Piazza dei Cinquecento under the bright lights to give food and spend time with the people at the station. This following extract comes from the period after protracted lockdown and an easing of controls:


I can hear loud conversation, laughing and talking. A man walks past me, holding a cardboard bowl full of hot pasta. There’s a pile of pasta strewn across the pavement, some of it squished into the stones. There is excitement in the air. A group of men walk past laughing, while one of them suddenly starts running and kicks a plastic fork across the ground towards me, as he shrieks. Pasta and broken plastic cutlery fly into the air. As I approach closer, I can see two groups, one on either side of the low metal fence that demarcates the pedestrian areas of Piazza dei Cinquecento. On one side are those serving and giving food, taken from pots and big reusable supermarket bags. On the other side are those gathered here to eat: homeless people, displaced migrants, and people who cannot afford an evening meal.

Diary extract. 7 March 2023, 20:15. Piazza dei Cinquecento.



“Sunday dinners” saw an enormous cross section of Roman society joining for food. People of different ages, nationalities, and genders Page 132 →would participate. Because of the large crowd gathering in Piazza dei Cinquecento in front of the station, tourists arriving in Rome with large suitcases would swerve around the congregation of people. On the other side of the square, the police sat in their cars “eating donuts” (quoted from a fieldwork companion) and looking over at us every now and again. There is also another hint of danger in the air, characterized by an Othering sound (Di Croce, 2017) of a man shrieking and kicking the litter across the ground, which draws attention.



“Il Decoro Urbano” Accelerated Through the Pandemic

The pandemic “intensified the experience of multiple uncertainties that already characterized late modernity” (Schober, 2023, 89). With my fieldwork taking place between 2020 and 2022, the effects of the pandemic were hard to avoid. Restrictions were placed on movement and physical barriers were established throughout Rome, Italy, and beyond. Many of these are extremely well documented, particularly as individual mobility around public spaces was regulated to promote social distancing while attempting to stimulate ailing economies (Van Melik et al., 2021). In and around Termini, there were suddenly no tourists to give homeless people money. Shops they relied on, like the Coop on Via Giolitti or the McDonald’s inside the station, were closed. Toilets were shut. Churches closed. Even the Catholic charities that would routinely provide food around Termini and Esquilino could no longer operate. There were also places in the station homeless people could no longer access: entrance points shut, doors which no longer led to their previous destination.

Il decoro urbano, an Italian term translating roughly to “urban decorum,” has become a powerful galvanizing tool to redesign, reorder, and rebrand Termini station, based on a preconceived notion of what Rome’s main station should look like and what sort of people it should cater for. This connects to Chapter 5, where Silvia Antinori provides a critical discussion of the aesthetic and moral governance of bodies and territory within Termini. Legal scholar Nitrato Izzo explains the wide meaning of il decoro urbano:


Page 133 →The application of decorum [decoro] to cities refers to a certain order, which evokes a feeling for cleanliness, an orderly and accomplished aspect of social flows in the city, a fight against ‘indecency’ embodied by subjects and practices that are not easily assimilated to those, equally indeterminate, of the ‘good citizen’ (Nitrato Izzo, 2022, 532).



Based on an image of what Rome is supposed to look like, according to marketing and planning professionals, il decoro urbano combines the disciplining and removal of indecent or uncivil behavior with an image overhaul of Termini. This includes the proliferation of luxury hotels nearby, the development of uber-gentrified Mercato Centrale at the back of the station, the airport-style food court and luxury boutiques. The area thus reflects the extensive literature on defensive/hostile architecture and spatial regulation of homeless people (Gibbons, 2018; Herring, 2019; Rosenberger, 2020).

In the popular media il decoro urbano has been connected to homelessness issues, for instance Italian newspaper Avvenire recounted homeless people being removed by the police from Trastevere in February 2021, before their blankets and mattresses were taken away by municipal waste collectors (Liverani, 2021). An article from August 2021 in Domani reported that electoral campaigns were being fought over il decoro, with the most debated topics being the cleaning of neighborhoods and the nuisance caused by homeless people (De Luca, 2021). As Cloke et al. (2003) identify, the heightened visibility of homeless mobility in the public gaze is not just reduced to materiality. On the street the private aspects of an individual’s life are displayed and displaced for all to see. Everyday activities (for example, washing, sleeping, urinating—those appearing in Figures 6.2 and 6.3) are made inappropriate and deviant—seen as simply not a normal way of using public space, and can render homeless people hyper-visible (Settles et al., 2019) to passers-by and the authorities. This is particularly stark in Termini, where the visual contrast between hip, gentrified spaces in immediate and (overlapping) proximity to sites associated with homelessness is very high.


[image: These pictures show how public spaces are used for everyday functions, like personal hygiene and sleeping, which are stigmatized or even criminalized]
Figures 6.2 (left) and 6.3 (right).  Criminalized/moralized behaviors? Sketch of two men washing themselves and collecting drinking water near the Dogali monument opposite Termini station and sketch of a man sleeping on a bench in the normally busy public space outside the Diocletian Baths, opposite Termini. 2 March 2022.



[image: These pictures show how public spaces are used for everyday functions, like personal hygiene and sleeping, which are stigmatized or even criminalized]
Figure 6.3.



In addition to the existing extreme visibility and moral coding of street behaviors associated with homelessness (Bergamaschi et al., 2014), Covid arguably resulted in homelessness seeming “more” visible. Page 134 →At the same time, I would suggest that il decoro urbano has been a powerful reorganizing urban logic in Termini that removes, excludes, and invisibilizes homeless people (and significantly migrants, in a racialized way) from public view. During my fieldwork I witnessed the erecting of prohibitive barriers in sleeping places, water spread over the ground Page 135 →to prevent resting there, loud music played in Metro tunnels late at night, as well as numerous other means of control (intentional or otherwise). Paywalls on public toilets and ID checks were also indirectly impactful on the presence of marginalized people in public spaces in Rome.

While the normative concept of “home” reproduces ideals of cleanliness and order (Rottmann, 2013), those that are homeless are alternately framed as belonging outside of mainstream society with its norms of hygiene and cleanliness. This connects work on decorum (social behavior) with decor (social and spatial aesthetics and cleanliness). In Purity and Danger, Douglas (1991) argues that “dirt is essentially disorder” and “matter out of place.” The presence of marginalized individuals in railway stations is therefore treated as problematic in relation to several factors, including aesthetics, public health, and security. In the times of Covid, and a general heightening concern for hygiene issues in public space, Page 136 →there may well have been a drive to transform the station into a sanitized space hostile to homeless people—those deemed to belong outside of the desired behavioral norms. I am not claiming that Covid precautions were driven by il decoro urbano. Nor am I denying the necessity of anti-Covid measures. However, it is important to investigate how they affected the most in/visible members of society.



Termini TV Shows Us What Covid Changed for Homeless People in Rome

The pandemic disrupted the way that people experience and perceive cities (Roban & Šverko, 2023, 21). De Lauro et al.’s (2020) paper on the soundscape of the Trevi fountain amid the unfamiliar Covid-19 silence is an example of the human activity visible (or audible) on the streets of Rome, usually bustling with tourists and locals. In sharp contrast to the intensity of station soundscapes (Tardieu et al., 2008; Di Croce, 2017), the films of Termini TV during the pandemic reveal a very different sonic setting. Termini TV is a valuable resource to seeing the “invisible spaces” of Rome because it allows the viewer to hear voices that otherwise may be ignored or obscured.4 Termini TV posted throughout the pandemic to highlight that there was scant formal support from the government and rough sleeping persisted throughout the city, potentially even increasing as economic hardship worsened.5 Ultima notte a Termini prima di zona gialla (Figure 6.4) was filmed on 25 April 2021, in the relative quiet of a Covid lockdown—Rome being in a designated orange zone at the time. The camera moves up Via Giolitti toward Termini.


[image: This picture shows how, despite the lockdown, homeless people remained a notable presence on the streets of Rome as they sleep beside the Termini building]
Figure 6.4.Still from Termini TV: “Ultima notte a Termini prima di zona gialla.” Homeless people are sleeping in the daytime beside the Termini building during the Covid lockdown. Termini TV: Facebook. 25 April 2021.


In the aftermath of the pandemic, the subject of “empty places” has gained renewed relevance (Roban & Šverko, 2023). While potentially seeming “empty” and quiet at first glance, the viewer is quickly reminded of the homelessness that lingers in Termini, even in unfamiliar Covid times. Approaching the station building, a sleeping body comes into view, up against the wall. The filmmaker lingers the camera on the body before moving it along. Soon, just 5 meters further, there is another solitary sleeping person. Then another, up against the windows of the Page 137 →Mercato Centrale, and then four more. The station is brightly lit inside, shining brightness onto the pavement where people sleep. The bins look empty. There are no other pedestrians, and the streets are quiet, just a few cars visible.

Likewise, earlier in the pandemic, in September 2020 while the Covid situation was “critical,” La banda di Termini presents homeless people who are on the streets while the filmmaker and others deliver food and clothing. At the end of the video, after other homeless people engage with the Termini TV crew, we see a figure sleeping in the statue of Pope John Paul II on Piazza dei Cinquecento (Figure 6.5). Their body sticks out from the shroud protected by the papal robe while their shoes are placed neatly outside, like home etiquette. Not only does this striking image conjure associations with homemaking (Lancione, 2019), but this small act (caught in a micro-visual lens of Termini TV) seems to challenge the normative notion that homeless behavior is uncivil and against the moral coding of public space (Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015).


[image: This image of a homeless person sleeping inside the cloak of a statue shows how, despite the lockdown, homeless people remained a notable presence on the streets of Rome around Termini]
Figure 6.5.Still from Termini TV: “La banda di Termini.” A homeless person sleeps in the cloak of the Pope John Paul statue on Piazza dei Cinquecento. Termini TV: Facebook. 5 September 2020.





Regulating Mobility and Excluding Homeless People

Numerous controls were placed on mobility at several different scales during the Covid pandemic (Nouvellet et al., 2021). This was not just in Rome; in Milan, homeless people were punished for contravening Covid guidelines simply by walking on the street (Dazzi, 2020). In front of Termini, a large amount of Piazza dei Cinquecento was used as a dedicated Covid testing and vaccination site, with enormous white tents taking up much of the space. Signs and public health messaging were also widespread, instructing people how to move and to behave (McClaughlin, et al., 2023). In Termini, arrows covered the floor, giving directions for walking to encourage social distancing (Figure 6.6). Mostly they were obeyed by people moving through the space.


[image: Photo showing how Covid safety signage influenced the movement of people within an important mobility space]
Figure 6.6.Video stills of passengers moving in the direction of Covid safety arrows. Author’s own. 24 March 2022.



I spend some time observing the floor of people moving from one side of the building to the other, in different directions and speeds, but all with some sense of unifying logic… No one does anything to break the calm, the rhythm of this busy thoroughfare.

Diary extract. 14 March 2023, 12:30. Termini arrivals hall.



Page 139 →Writing on airports, Cresswell (2006) notes that mobility is subtly coded into the fabric of the architecture in the space, through signage, creation of pathways, and other subtle methods of control. This is all part of a wider pattern of being told how to behave in the public space and a moralization of mobility to some extent, alike to Malkki’s (1992) notion of “sedentarist metaphysics” or a regulation of unruly mobility (Qian, 2015). These controls on mobility may contribute to Termini’s increasing resemblance to a sanitized airport or shopping-mall-like space of demarcation and zones (Weststeijn & Whitling, 2017), rather than a freely accessible open and public space traditionally associated with urban train stations (Löfgren, 2015). These controls affected everyone—but particularly impacted homeless people and those who rely on the space, excluding people who do not belong (Than, 2019).

Michele Lancione and AbdouMaliq Simone refer to “bioterity”: how the war on Covid empowered austerity regimes through biological frameworks and governance (Lancione & Simone, 2020). This control of movement through urban governance of Covid was certainly true for the Metro level of Termini where the old entrance at street level had become completely closed-off. It had become an important space for homeless Page 140 →migrants to rest and sleep away from the heat of the sun in the day, but also to huddle together for warmth in the evenings:


I walk out into Piazza dei Cinquecento, past the homeless people at the ‘abandoned’ metro entrance (closed due to Covid). It’s boarded off and a large group of men lie under blankets listening to a radio. All around the piazza you can see bags and tarpaulins and those chequered ‘migrant bags’.

Diary extract. 1 March 2022, 19:40. Piazza dei Cinquecento.



During Covid, Termini was transformed into a space where people’s movements and behavior were regulated in the name of public health. At the same time, it remained a place of homemaking for many people in the city, who had little access to other means of support. These homeless people, “fixed in mobility” (Jackson, 2012), remained hidden at the station and in its hinterlands.



Covid Documentation as Example of the Technologies of Control and Surveillance

Physical limits to mobility also included the Green Pass: the documentation needed to provide proof of vaccination. Officially, this was not necessary to enter the train station although I did see it being checked by police officers and soldiers who were patrolling the halls of the station at all hours. The Green Pass was necessary to access restaurants, bars, shops, and the trains themselves:


Even in McDonald’s something in the architecture stops you from entering (even though you need a green pass!) and where else will people go?

Diary extract. 1 March 2022, 16:30. McDonalds, Termini.



The Green Pass is an example of the technologies of control imposed on the mobility of individuals, often viewed through the lens of migration (Lemberg-Pedersen et al., 2022; Tazzioli, 2020), which intersects significantly with homelessness in Termini. The Green Pass was an official document not available to many homeless people and migrants for Page 141 →several reasons—accentuating their sense of in/visibility before the state (Meloni et al., 2017). Many did not have mobile phones while others were not Italian citizens or official residents of Rome, so for a long time they had no way of accessing the vaccination program. Often with no registration in the National Health Service, many people experiencing homelessness and undocumented migrants were difficult to trace and vaccinate (Morrone et al., 2023).

Homeless people occupy variable states of in/visibility in different places at different times. These are highly unpredictable and are subject to selective or racialized policing (Smith, 2018) related to il decoro urbano (Nitrato Izzo, 2022) or broader norms and expectations of behavior in public spaces, often reflecting cultural aesthetic norms associated with “whiteness” (Haynes, 2024). I never saw the police, or any staff member in any shop ask a homeless person for their Green Pass. Possibly because they did not want to interact with them, did not “see them,” or did not want to bother people who already deal with many barriers within their everyday lives. In the case of the homeless people who are migrants—in fact, most of them—the controls on mobility in Termini might reflect a “broader landscape of structurally controlled movement. Forced and non-autonomous mobility appears as a principal effect of containment within the migrants’ lives, enforcing them to inhabit erratic geographies and keep them on the move” (Tazzioli, 2018, 2772).



Conclusion

In a study of the pandemic in Rome, Zollet et al. (2021, 2) note that “it further exposed and exacerbated the structural weaknesses and inequalities” embedded in systems and processes. During the period of my research, major transformations took place in Termini and the surrounding areas, some of them precipitated by reactions to Covid, others driven by urban development logics. Some of these changes were temporary, others more permanent. These intersected in significant ways. The framing of homeless people as Other or as a public health threat is particularly relevant to Covid times. Covid controls can thus be considered a wider example of the technologies of control imposed on the mobility of individuals—part of larger, global trends in urbanism. Crucially, despite this powerful Page 142 →imposition, everyday life at the station and in other public places exists and persists, often in direct contradiction to ascendant patterns of urban development and a desire to remove the “unsightly.”

This research makes concrete observations that might be used to advance local policy suggestions but also to inform scholarship that seeks to support and provide resilience for marginalized people living in public space. Future conversations with local authorities and police must question whether ongoing urban development could be altered to include more civility toward marginalized groups, like migrants and homeless people—although in many ways it feels difficult to stop the forceful charge of “urban development.” But can resources be provided so that more free toilets are accessible, or so that washing facilities can be offered in or close to the station, for example, to discourage the criminalization of everyday acts that many people cannot help but carry out? Attention must be paid to developing accessible pathways to institutional recognition for homeless people and migrants in spaces like Termini and documentation that might be used to access resources. The implications of this research reach beyond Rome: in fact, it contributes to the growing body of work examining the uneven distribution of the benefits and burdens of urban development, particularly in the context of global health crises. Its findings resonate globally: the increasing privatization and surveillance of public spaces, as well as the criminalization of certain behaviors is well documented as a global trend that has significant effects on social cohesion and well-being in cities.

Connecting this chapter to broader methodological advancements in urban studies, I have also briefly outlined how Covid necessitated a new way of “doing research” and paved the way to a number of productive methodologies that allowed ethically engaged, distanced yet meaningful research in (post-)pandemic Rome. Conducting research during protracted restrictions required a creative approach. While “creative research” is often limited to the adoption of art-adjacent methods, creativity as a research process in this sense also stems from adaptation as a reaction to Covid. Generally, the existential changes that Covid generated highlight the need to adjust in order to handle current crises as well as future ones (Kleilein & Meyer, 2021). A loftier hope, then, is to address the urban impacts of Covid, including contingency planning for future Page 143 →health epidemics which pressurize public spaces and endanger the lives of mobile and marginalized populations. This must also be a priority for local policymakers in Rome and cities beyond.



Notes


	1This research was funded by the White Rose College of the Arts and Humanities/AHRC [AH/R012733/1].

	2According to the European Typology of Housing Exclusion and Homelessness, the Italian survey identifies “homeless people” as people living rough, people in emergency accommodation (night shelters), people in accommodation for homeless people, homeless hostels, temporary accommodation, transitional supported accommodation, and people in women’s shelter accommodation. All others are excluded from the Italian definition (FEANTSA, 2018).

	3In a joint report by Medici per i Diritti Umani (MEDU) and UNHCR (2022) it is estimated that every day there are between 150 and 200 homeless people in and around Termini station, including a high proportion of migrants, many of whom are refugees and asylum seekers with international protection.

	4Termini TV’s films are available on various social media channels including Instagram (https://www.instagram.com/terminitv_/), Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/terminitv/), and YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/@terminitv5940/).

	5Alberto Barbieri and MEDU (Doctors for Human Rights Italy) noted a “worrying” delay in implementing a nationally coordinated strategy to protect homeless people from Covid-19 (Barbieri, 2020, 295). According to the Catholic charity Community of Sant’Egidio, shelters in Rome were actively turning away people due to high capacity and the dangers of the virus (Giuffrida, 2021). Despite this, organizations like the San Gallicano Dermatological Institute (among many) were providing healthcare and vaccinations to those in need.
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Chapter seven

“Tiburtina Is Like a Compass!”

Migrants’ Spatialities Between Movement, Solidarity, and Marginalization

Lorenzo Mauloni



Introduction

Since 2015, Rome has come to be significantly marked by the presence of several occupied or broadly makeshift spaces accommodating migrants and asylum seekers who have no other possibilities for shelter (MEDU, 2022). Specifically, the area around Tiburtina railway station has become known for the existence of frequently evicted improvised camps, as in the case of the major makeshift space named Baobab Experience (Bock, 2018; Montagna & Grazioli, 2019), whose existence began in 2015.

The primary cause for the substantial numbers of migrant subjects in this area can be attributed to the station’s pivotal role in Italy’s transportation infrastructure, ranking as Italy’s sixth largest railway station (second in Rome, behind Termini) and serving as the country’s largest bus station. Thus, Tiburtina became an unavoidable stopover for the so-called transit migrants traveling across the “Italian corridor” toward northern Europe (Aru & Mauloni, 2023). In 2015, as the number of migrants left without institutional support around the station increased, local activists and volunteers Page 150 →responded with solidarity, gathering later into the grassroots association known as Baobab Experience. Although this infrastructure of care initially provided material assistance to sustain the travelers moving through the country, the tightening in the governance of migration rendered the population of Tiburtina less mobile and more stable. For instance, the reinforcement of the European Dublin III Regulation and the issuance of the Italian Security Decrees (Decreti Sicurezza) in 2018 slowed down the movement of people and reduced the social protections addressed to asylum seekers and refugees (Villa, 2021). Additionally, the structural shortcomings within the national asylum seekers’ accommodation system (Marchetti, 2014) and the strategies of active abandonment enacted by the state (Aru, 2021) contributed to the emergence of marginal sites (Pinelli, 2017), where migrants’ livelihoods increasingly depended on the solidarity of civil society.

This chapter positions Rome and Tiburtina within what the literature defines as a “corridor of solidarity” (Dadusc et al., 2019), a phenomenon that has become particularly evident since 2015, despite the history of migrant spatialities in Tiburtina starting in the early 2000s. Grassroots solidarity in Rome is not a novel subject, although it has mostly been studied in the context of housing movements (Grazioli & Caciagli, 2018). Therefore, the contribution of this chapter is twofold: first, it aims to underline how these forms of urban life are expressed through the encounters among diverse actors, where solidarity is conceived as a collective gesture among migrants and non-migrants alike. Second, it seeks to present an alternative historical account of Tiburtina, that is potentially subaltern in nature. This entails exposing the political dimensions of processes of grassroots space-making, while avoiding any romanticization of the margins. These goals are pursued through a diachronic reading of space, with the analysis grounded in empirical material collected during extensive fieldwork conducted over the course of a year between 2021 and 2022. To reconstruct the main events, archival research was combined with the biographies of those who inhabited and were present in these encampments, including both migrants and activists.1 The focus is placed on migrants’ agency (Squire, 2016), understood as a matter of acts, effects, and interventions associated with individuals seeking autonomy of movement (Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Mezzadra, 2011) and inhabitation (Dadusc et al., 2019).

Page 151 →The next section provides a brief overview of the Dublin Regulation, which is a significant policy affecting the governance of migration in Italy and Europe. The Regulation is analyzed from the point of view of those contesting the regime of immobility they are subjected to (Glick et al., 2013), introducing later how solidarity and space are connected to migration. Following this theoretical section, my territorial analysis of Tiburtina’s dynamics starts from the early 2000s and ends with the final eviction that took place in 2021. This reconstruction enables an examination of the multiple forms of solidarity that have emerged across geographical space and time. The open conclusions remark on the significance of Tiburtina as a crucial foothold within migrants’ knowledge, underlining the necessity to conceptualize solidarity as an alliance among actors, and to perceive it as a radical practice of alternative world-making. It thus offers a counterpoint to Antinori’s account of homeless migrants’ experiences of hostility and evictability at Termini station, discussed in Chapter 5.



Rome at the Intersection of Migration Processes

The notion of “transit migrants” remains a blurred yet politicized concept throughout the European space (Düvell, 2012). As per the EU Dublin Regulation III (No. 604/2013), individuals entering the Schengen Area2 without authorization are subject to immediate fingerprint collection, and the responsibility for their asylum requests or expulsion falls upon the country of their initial entry. Consequently, “the benefits and rights of refugees and asylum seekers remain confined within the borders of a Member State” (Aru, 2022, 5), and so does their possibility of movement. If applicants are found within the territory of another Member State, they can be Dublined: deported to the country of first entry. Therefore, this process of “territorial fixation” (Tazzioli, 2020a) linking bodies to specific territories has notably impacted southern European countries, such as Italy and Greece, due to their direct access to the Mediterranean, from where migrant boats often arrive.

However, from migrants’ perspective, these countries are usually considered as transit ones rather than countries of destination, and people Page 152 →rely on an infrastructure of makeshift solutions that can assure their irregular mobility in space, to remain untracked. That is clear in the so-called Balkan route, where squats and jungles3 facilitate the movement of people, although these are continuously contested by the responses of national states (Martin et al., 2019). These geographies thus challenge the desired order of things imposed by state authorities who aim to control movements, and prompt responses characterized by violent actions, such as the destruction of these settlements. The latter practices are conceived as efforts to limit migrants’ “room of maneuver” (Mainwaring, 2016), even though they may prove ineffective in limiting the reproduction of these migratory corridors (Figure 7.1).


[image: Photograph showing migrants’ makeshift camps near Tiburtina station, discussed in the chapter.]
Figure 7.1.In 2022, after multiple evictions, a group of migrants were able to find a temporary shelter under one of the bridges of Tiburtina, far from pedestrian crossings. Tents remained unmonitored during the day as people moved around the city to satisfy basic needs and to spend their days while waiting for the renewal of their documents or access to institutional camps. Author’s picture, October 30, 2022.


Within migration corridors, cities play a significant role in facilitating the informal movement of people. Urban spatialities such as squats assume a crucial role as essential points of support for migrants, particularly when endorsed by activists, social movements, and the broader civil society. These urban locations contribute to what Dadusc et al. (2019) Page 153 →term the “corridor of solidarity,” denoting spaces with policy implications across different scales: by supporting the movement of people, solidarity not only challenges the authority of the national state but also contests the regulations of the “Dublin regime.”

In social sciences, the concept of solidarity had usually been used as a floating signifier, employed in a suggestive and normative manner, and lacking precise analytical clarity (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019). In line with the framework proposed by Agustín and Jørgensen (2019, 25), solidarity is conceptualized in this study in three dimensions: as a generator of political subjectivities and collective identities, for its capacity to devise new imaginaries, and as practices situated in time and space. In addressing the connection between space and solidarity, Caciagli (2021) emphasizes the necessity to further explore this nexus, asserting that “solidarity is place-based: it needs space to be reproduced on a daily basis” (ibid., 4). In the context of migration experiences in Europe, the City-Plaza Hotel in Athens represents a noteworthy example. Originally established as an urban squat, it evolved into self-organized accommodation for refugees and migrants, providing crucial material support in collaboration with locals and international activists. Over time, City-Plaza emerged as a space of solidarity and world-making, creating alternative sociality and shaping new scripts of citizenship from below (Raimondi, 2019). Therefore, these autonomous spaces (Mudu & Chattopadhyay, 2016) possess not only the capacity to challenge the Dublin regime, but to shape new alliances and common terrains of struggle.

These spatialities along the route transcend the limitation of physical infrastructure, as they operate also as a form of traveling knowledge, following migrants’ trajectories and becoming resources accessible from their countries of origin. Papadopoulos & Tsianos (2013) defined this ensemble of material and virtual goods as “mobile commons,” understood as knowledge and information belonging to the migratory world constantly reproduced every time they are shared. In the case of urban squats, once the existence of such places is disseminated within migrants’ networks, they become a virtual knowledge source guiding people along their journey. This is exemplified by Tiburtina, described by one interviewee as “a compass. It is written upon the walls of the Libyan prisons” (recorded interview with Amir, July 13, 2022). Amir’s description seems Page 154 →to represent Tiburtina as a reference point, directing different people in various phases of their individual trajectories. Based on this spatial understanding, in the subsequent paragraphs I will explore how migrants’ presence has generated various and contested forms of solidarity, while tracing the evolution of Tiburtina’s encampments.



Tiburtina and Kharba (Before 2015)

The main formal development of the Tiburtina station complex started in 1992, following a national ministerial decree that approved the restructuring of the capital’s public transport system. However, the station and its surroundings became a topic of contention, with concerns raised by various political administrations, private stakeholders, and local residents (Valeri, 2022). This resulted in a series of delays over the years, with construction works ongoing during the time of my fieldwork (2021–2022). In the early 2000s, due to the prevailing uncertainty regarding public works and investments, some portions of the area were undeveloped or abandoned. That was the case of an unused service area of the Italian State Railways (Ferrovie dello Stato) on the eastern side of the station, with some warehouses marked for demolition.

One of these buildings attracted hundreds of migrants and asylum seekers, coming mostly from what western colonial cartography indicates as the Horn of Africa. The inhabitants of this place referred to it as Kharba (خراب or “building in decay”), known among the citizens of Rome as Hotel Africa. Back then, asylum procedures were largely centralized in Rome, and Kharba served as a crucial stopover, especially for those awaiting asylum application responses (MSF, 2003). Those living in this squat had precarious access to basic amenities such as water and lighting. However, they were able to arrange several forms of communal economy and opened services such as a laundry, a barber’s shop, restaurants, and a place of worship (Alexik, 2015). The support provided by civil society was minimal and unstructured, as the squat was self-managed. Amir, who lived in Kharba in 2004, arrived in Italy after a challenging journey during which he spent four days adrift in the Mediterranean with 70 others on a wooden boat. After being rescued by a fishing vessel, he was temporarily accommodated in a repurposed school in Lecce, where he applied for asylum:


Page 155 →After one year, I came to Rome for the asylum interview, and I was later notified that I was granted political asylum [he pauses and takes a deep puff of his cigarette]. I got to know about this place [Hotel Africa] through a friend I had met in the desert who arrived in Italy before me. I got in touch with him online, and he explained to me what the place was like. […] Hotel Africa was insane. There were about 3000 people from various parts of Africa, but there were also people from Eastern Europe… Polish, Romanian, Russian but mostly Africans. (Recorded interview with Amir, former inhabitant of Kharba, June 13, 2022).



As mentioned in the introduction, Tiburtina was an integral part of migrants’ spatialities and knowledge long before the major migration influx of 2015, and the existence of Kharba was shared mostly among people coming from the same geographical area. Despite the communitarian practices that were developed within the squat, the precariousness of the place made living there difficult and dangerous due to continuous fights: “The month before they moved us, there was a police car and an ambulance there every day. […] There was always blood. There was a lot of alcohol and drugs” (Amir, former inhabitant of Kharba). Amir’s memories were quite clear about the circumstances that some people experienced in Kharba, making life bearable through substance use. Unfortunately, that could unfold into dangerous situations for everyone. Nevertheless, the rationale behind the closure of Kharba was not attributed to concerns pertaining to public security.

In the summer of 2004, a new project for the renovation of Tiburtina accelerated the process for demolishing the warehouses, and the administration of Rome relocated part of Kharba’s inhabitants within an institutional system of dormitories. However, this solution did not come without discontent. Many structures lacked kitchens or heating systems, and the restricted opening times forced people to roam around the city while waiting for the dormitory to open again. While some decided to abandon these facilities and squatted in other parts of the city, others were able to obtain improvements in the dormitories through protests (RAR Group, 2008), as Amir also recounted. One such facility was the Baobab center situated in Via Cupa, a street located a few hundred meters from the western entrance of Tiburtina railway station. Living conditions Page 156 →in this dormitory gradually improved and over time the center became a well-known spot in the city, attracting the interest of Roman residents due to the cultural initiatives organized. Meanwhile, Baobab remained popular among migrants’ broader networks and continued to represent a stopover for those arriving or crossing Rome, rendering Tiburtina itself a significant place.



Baobab Center and Via Cupa (2015–2016)

Tiburtina and Via Cupa saw significant transformations in 2015. The Mafia Capitale investigation hit the city of Rome, with municipal members accused of orchestrating a corrupt network to secure contracts and public funds for waste management and migrants’ accommodation projects. This scandal adversely impacted the Baobab center, leading to a funding cut in 2015. In early May, the municipality bulldozed Ponte Mammolo, a squatted area in the northeast of the city inhabited by approximately 200 migrants and asylum seekers mostly coming from eastern Africa. Some of them sheltered in the Baobab dormitory, whose capacity of beds was thus exceeded. Meanwhile, the number of migrants arriving on the Italian shores increased, and Rome turned into a necessary stop for those traveling toward northern Europe. While some people on the move already knew about the existence of Tiburtina and the Baobab center, others did not, and people started sleeping around Tiburtina station due to a lack of alternatives. Their stay was short, limited to resting, planning their onward journey, and leaving again. Antonio, one of the first activists of Via Cupa, recounted the initiation of solidarity infrastructure:


I learned about the situation in Tiburtina from the TV news […] and I saw on social media that a solidarity action had started in San Lorenzo, collecting food and medicines. I went there [to Via Cupa] before going to work in the early half of June. There was only one social worker there, who was no longer paid. There was this social campaign but no coordination, therefore I tried to arrange something with the other people who were interested (Recorded interview with Antonio, Baobab Experience activist, July 4, 2022).



Page 157 →Soon enough, the arrival of citizens and activists at the Baobab center turned the place into a hub providing material support to people on the move. The number of mattresses inside the building multiplied and so did the number of tents along the street. Some rooms were repurposed into storage facilities or sanitation amenities, while an area was specifically arranged for children. State institutions withdrew their responsibilities in tackling this unexpected presence of people sleeping on the street, and everyday support was left to activists and volunteers (Bock, 2018), who provided food, tents, and clothing. Every day there was a substantial circulation of items, supporters, and people on the move, a situation that attracted the attention of both media and other solidarity organizations. Rome’s large Catholic charity sector also discovered Baobab’s activities and even Father Konrad, the Pope’s Almsgiver, frequently visited the place with donations.

The Baobab center was evicted and closed at the end of 2015, at a time when migrants’ arrivals were reduced due to the winter season. However, the entire infrastructure of solidarity materialized again in early spring 2016 following the arrival of some migrants in Via Cupa who found the place closed. Activists reunited and formalized themselves into a voluntary-based association named Baobab Experience. As the former center was no longer accessible, the street became full of tents and, since there was no longer the possibility to cook on site, citizens started to prepare and bring food from home (Schmidt & Palutan, 2018) (Figure 7.2). On the busiest days, approximately 400 people passed through Via Cupa, but numbers decreased again by the end of the summer. That is when Via Cupa was evicted again after the protests of local neighborhood associations (Recorded interview with Angelo, member of a local neighborhood association, August 4, 2021).


[image: The photograph shows the setting of Via Cupa while food is distributed, as described in the chapter.]
Figure 7.2.In 2016, as the Baobab center was closed, volunteers and activists distributed home-prepared food on the street of Via Cupa. The street was the only available space for migrants, who ate and slept in the tents planted along it. Image courtesy of Myriam El Menyar, September 2016.



So, on the 30th of September 2016, the police came with vans, and they closed off the street. The other times that happened [an eviction], we were able to find the way to go back [to Via Cupa] again. After this last eviction we could not, and we tried to understand how we could support people, from food to medical care. We were giving items such as sleeping bags, pillows, and blankets, but the police were mobbing us. They followed us everywhere…they wanted to break this bond between the volunteers and the migrants (Antonio, Baobab Experience activist).



Page 158 →As Antonio illustrates, the police repeatedly impeded the efforts of activists and migrants to establish connections in the wake of the eviction of Via Cupa. Local forces were attempting to prevent the emergence of new “points of fixation” that could have attracted migrants, potentially leading to the setting up of a new informal camp (Tazzioli, 2020b). Therefore, following a logic of exhaustion, police aimed at weakening the infrastructure of solidarity, breaking the conditions that made the reproduction of this alliance possible. To circumvent the restrictions imposed by the authorities, activists identified a new meeting spot on a daily basis. Meanwhile, entire families found shelter under the bridges of Tiburtina. After several weeks, Baobab Experience was finally able to establish itself on Piazzale Spadolini, on the eastern side of the station, which was still undergoing renovation. However, in the spring of 2017, this location was evicted.



Piazzale Maslax (2017–2018)

Despite the eviction of 2004, the building where Kharba was situated had not been demolished. The structure itself was inaccessible, and the surrounding open space was already being used by a small number of Page 159 →unhoused people when Baobab Experience moved there after the eviction from Piazzale Spadolini. The site was named after Maslax, a young man who died by suicide after he was Dublined to Italy. Similarly to Maslax, other people were caught while applying for asylum in other Member States and were later deported to Rome, where they submitted the asylum request. This period marked a distinct phase of movement in Tiburtina. The population of Piazzale Maslax was less mobile and more stable, especially following the decline in arrivals after the establishment of a pact in 2017 with Libya to prevent migrants’ departures from the North African country. These changes were also mirrored in the physical environment of the place, as people started replacing their tents with makeshift shacks. At its peak, Piazzale Maslax counted as many as 250 individuals living there (Figure 7.3).


[image: Photograph of the new space where Baobab Experience relocated after the squat on Via Cupa. The white structure at the center of the picture is where the activities organized by activists and volunteers took place.]
Figure 7.3.Piazzale Maslax allowed for a more functional layout of the makeshift space. The white structure at the center of the picture was used by activists and volunteers for the activities delivered on site, especially for meal distribution. At the back, tents and shacks were usually grouped together, along with people’s cultural belongings. Image courtesy of Myriam El Menyar, September 2018.


As described by the activists of Baobab Experience and by the individuals living there, the situation of Piazzale Maslax was unmanageable. On the one hand, a larger space facilitated more effective organization. People had the possibility to prepare their own meals by arranging improvised Page 160 →fires, and water was available thanks to a fountain in the immediate surroundings. Also, an energy generator was installed on site. Activists and volunteers promoted a variety of activities, including Italian language courses, sporting and cultural events, which attracted more local citizens and material support. Other new activities concerned the provision of legal support and employment finding services. On the other hand, the stress associated with a life in the street frequently escalated. Using the words of Ismaila, a former inhabitant of Piazzale Maslax, “in Maslax it was always time for a fight. It often happened at night but not always. Sometimes the worst fights happened during the day” (recorded interview with Ismaila, June 20, 2022). The police were aware of these events, yet they appeared to lack interest in addressing the situation: “When the fights intensified, we called the police. When they came, they stayed outside the camp doing nothing. So, after a while we just stopped calling them” (recorded interview with Michela, Baobab Experience activist, January 5, 2022). Therefore, the formation of migrants’ marginal and segregated spaces must be understood as an active consequence of power processes, which deliberately decided to act or not to act (Pinelli, 2017). Nevertheless, evictions did still occur, despite their ineffectiveness in clearing the encampment.

Beyond the mentioned tensions, the experience of Ismaila provides further insights into the practices developed inside Piazzale Maslax:


Almost everything happened like in a community. Maslax was organized in such a way that ethnic groups gathered in a few tents and people shared more among their groups. Even for food it was not a problem. Activists gave us some raw food and we cooked together. […] When we cooked, most of the food went to the Eritrean women because they were on the move and lacked basic needs. When a lot of people arrived, especially women and children, people gave them their tents (Ismaila, former inhabitant of Piazzale Maslax).



As De Angelis (2019) comments, this group of subjects communally governed the resources that allowed for the reproduction of their community in direct relation to the needs, desires, and aspirations of a situated context. Migrants recognized themselves as a collective body (Tazzioli, 2020a), where support was not only material but also psychological. That Page 161 →reproduced life through acts of care that made Piazzale Maslax somehow safer than a dangerous outside, a site of struggle and resistance in the face of structural violence (bell hooks, 1989). Indeed, other exterior threats affected the place such as the xenophobic sentiments perpetuated by the rise of a right-wing government and the protests organized by citizens outside Piazzale Maslax. On some occasions, attacks were direct, with activists also being targeted:


We received multiple threats… There was a video circulating online with three or four cars approaching Maslax and people shouting: ‘we are going to burn you and all these n*****s inside’ and then insulting the female volunteers (Antonio, Baobab Experience activist).



Differently from the eviction of Hotel Africa in 2004, the cumulative effects of direct attacks, internal conflicts, and multiple eviction attempts ultimately resulted in the closure of Piazzale Maslax in November 2018. This operation was prompted by an order from the Interior Minister, Matteo Salvini, to dismantle the makeshift camp, leaving many people without shelter.



Piazzale Spadolini (2019–2021)

Piazzale Spadolini, located at the back entrance of Tiburtina station, reverted to its role as a gathering place at the beginning of 2019. Over time, it reached a peak of 150 people sleeping there, including those who sought temporary shelter following the eviction of Piazzale Maslax. Given the lack of proper sleeping arrangements at the institutional level, the state had to make compromises to meet the needs that were previously unmet (Demirtas-Milz, 2013). Indeed, the use of tents was prohibited in Piazzale Spadolini, but people were allowed to sleep on the floor with only their blankets, provided that they removed their belongings early in the morning and maintained unobstructed access to the station. The new location precluded the possibility for both activists and migrants to organize activities on site, and some services such as schooling and legal aid relocated to an office opened in the nearby neighborhood of San Lorenzo. For other basic needs, such as food and showers, people had Page 162 →to rely on alternative services distributed across the city, and soon they started depending on them to a significant extent.

Notwithstanding the new settings, Baobab Experience maintained its function as a primary informal information hub and activists reached Piazzale Spadolini mostly in the evening, when dinners were served. For pragmatic reasons, migrants were required to line up to receive food, a practice that was not fully appreciated by many, as it was reminiscent of the dynamics of institutional soup kitchens. People expected Baobab Experience to be a site with a higher level of freedom: “Maslax was better. I enjoy cooking and eating what I like. In Spadolini I was lining up to receive food. I am skilled at cooking you know!?” (recorded interview with Ali, former inhabitant of Tiburtina, May 15, 2022). Therefore, while the institutional structures of care produced logics of dependency (Dadusc et al., 2019), Baobab Experience risked undermining the dignity of those who claimed their independence (Vandevoordt, 2017).

The arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 and the imposed measures of immobility placed migrants’ survival entirely in the hands of the Baobab Experience: “we were the ones taking food to them…any of us had the authorization to circulate, and the police showed up but did nothing… You had all these people stuck because they could not move anywhere” (Michela, Baobab Experience activist). The aftermath of the first hard lockdown (March–May 2020) left many unhoused and unemployed, and those who had escaped life on the street had to return to Baobab Experience as they had no alternatives. Furthermore, evictions started again, although they did not achieve the desired effects:


[Evictions] appeared to be more like cleaning operations, as everyone returned to Piazzale Spadolini within a few hours. They claimed to be sanitizing because of Covid. […] The police arrived early in the morning because they knew that we [activists] were not there. Every time an eviction began, the guys called us, and we reached them. […] In 90% of the cases, they [police] took the same people who had all their documents and caused them to waste the entire day at the Questura. […] Often, when people were taken to the Questura by car, the police took their bags in separate vehicles and all their stuff would get lost…also their documents! (Carla, Baobab Experience activist, February 6, 2022).



Page 163 →Eviction operations appeared to be a strategy of exhaustion rather than an act of removal, using psychological violence to deteriorate people’s mental health (Clough Marinaro, 2022). Indeed, no alternative accommodation was ever provided, and people kept coming back to Piazzale Spadolini right after an eviction. Nevertheless, a final, significant eviction occurred on July 14, 2021, marking the end of Baobab Experience’s stronger presence in the Tiburtina area. As stated by Rome City Council, the “decorum” operation was the result of months of meetings among various institutional bodies and local associations (Roma Capitale, 2021). Unsurprisingly, Baobab Experience’s activists were excluded from these meetings, as they were probably considered part of the problem to be removed rather than as potential facilitators for alternative solutions. Police forces were strongly present around Piazzale Spadolini in the days following the eviction, and the use of certain forms of hostile architecture further signaled to migrants that they could not stay (Petty, 2016) (Figure 7.4). Migrants tried to settle in the surrounding areas, but every time they tried to camp somewhere else police interrupted them, Page 164 →especially when activists were present to provide support. As had happened in the past, whenever migrants and activists gathered, police dispersed them in order to prevent the formation of larger crowds. That also worked in limiting migrants’ visibility to local citizens, who continued to call the police and post migrants’ new locations online.


[image: This photograph, and this frame, became famous around Rome and circulated widely among activists. It shows how urban gardens were placed in the spots where migrants previously slept. Using urban gardens to remove unhoused people has since become a widespread practice.]
Figure 7.4.Piazzale Spadolini in the aftermath of the last eviction in July 2021, where urban gardens and shared vehicle stations were placed where migrants previously slept. The removal operation was framed by the municipality as a “decorum” (decoro) operation and a measure against “bivouac” (bivacco), where space was given back to citizens. Author’s picture, July 31, 2021.




Conclusions: Tiburtina Between Past and Future

This chapter has provided a novel account of the ways in which Tiburtina became a meaningful site among migrants’ networks from the early 2000s onwards in Rome. It demonstrates how the site represented an important material foothold for both people on the move and those migrants who remained unhoused. Initially, people reached Tiburtina thanks to their networks of belonging, as during the time of Kharba. However, following 2015, when Tiburtina strengthened its importance within the “Italian corridor,” Baobab Experience became a core reference point among transnational networks. Here, large numbers of people on the move intersected with the solidarity of local Roman citizens, developing informal spaces as part of wider corridors of movement. Despite the political transformations that have occurred over time, this solidarity has arguably continued to evolve according to the needs of the people encountered by activists and volunteers.

The emergence of the different makeshift spaces did not appear without contention. In many instances, police patrols tried to disrupt the relationship between activists and migrants by evicting their settlements and seeking to prevent any form of crowding. The effects of these attempts rendered migrants’ existence increasingly precarious, marginal, and invisible, stressing the overall temporary and ephemeral character of these spatialities (Martin et al., 2019). On other occasions, however, the relationship between activists and migrants enabled the state’s inaction to remain unnoticed, especially when the state itself refused to provide assistance to people with blurred legal statuses. In any case, despite the significant evictions, migrants and activists always found new ways to gather. Indeed, despite the initial adjustments after the final eviction of Page 165 →Piazzale Spadolini in 2021, Baobab Experience still supports migrants in Tiburtina.

Solidarity is not limited to interactions toward migrants but also among migrants. This is evidenced in the continuous existence of forms of mutual support, as observed during the period of Piazzale Maslax. While there are inevitably complex power dynamics between the actors involved, the alliances forged across Baobab Experience can be seen as “assemblies” useful for the creation of (counter)spaces and (counter)knowledge (Fischer & Bak Jørgensen, 2021; Tazzioli, 2020a) that contests the structural violence perpetuated by the Dublin regime. As the case of Tiburtina has shown, by struggling together these alliances hold the potential to forge new collectivities that challenge inequalities and marginalization, making solidarity a world-making process. Finally, the ongoing formation of these transnational human and spatial interactions sheds light on the ways new international territories, maps, and connections unfold. Indeed, similar experiments continue to take place across other cities in Europe, where solidarity and grassroots movements have built spaces from below, possibly connecting the dots of a broader network of informal mobility.



Notes


	1The names of the interviewees have been replaced with pseudonyms to preserve anonymity.

	2The Schengen Area is a geographical region consisting of 27 European countries wherein passport and other border control measures have been eliminated for residents.

	3The term “jungles” refers to makeshift encampments taking place in forested areas.
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Chapter eight

Facing the Hills, Struggling to Walk

An Autoethnographic Account of Living in Rome with Reduced Mobility

Francesca Conti



Introduction

This contribution explores my experiences as a white woman with mobility impairments, living and walking in the city of Rome. My writing is based on an autoethnographic analysis of my walking difficulties with a particular focus on Monteverde Vecchio, the neighborhood where I live, and Termini train station. The ethnographic data presented was collected in 2022–2023 and consists of video recordings, photographs, journaling, and fieldnotes. The decision to start writing an autoethnographic piece was inspired by numerous factors: first, a deep-seated desire to share and reflect on my experience of both chronic back pain and walking limitations; second, an interest in exploring new writing techniques and research methodologies to transform my thoughts and emotions in different narratives; and third, a desire to reach a wider audience within and outside academia.

Page 170 →My first encounter with a “walking ethnography” was The Art of Life and Death (2017) by Andrew Irving. In this book, Irving visited places in New York City that were particularly significant to a selected group of HIV-positive gay men who were infected with HIV before antiretroviral medications became available. One of Irving’s research strategies was to walk back with some of these men to locations that represented important landmarks in their lives, including the clinics where they were first diagnosed with HIV. I initially intended to replicate some aspects of his study and explore the geography of my own medical journey in Rome. Soon though, I had to abandon this plan because of the deteriorating state of my health and my inability to walk for more than a few minutes each day. Instead of revisiting old sites of struggles, I started to record my daily challenges. Considering the slow pace in which I walked and moved around the city, and the meditative, contemplative nature of my analysis, this chapter contributes and explores the use of autoethnography in relation to slow methodologies (Quinn, 2023; Stengers, 2018; Truman & Springgay, 2018). According to Quinn (2023), slow methods require a reflexive disposition toward the everyday unfolding of social life in ordinary spaces. This story may help to shed some light on the many difficulties and challenges faced by people with mobility impairments in cities designed for the able-bodied.

I intentionally use autobiographical writing techniques such as autoethnography to connect with the readers and with myself. Struggling to walk is not a rare occurrence; many people experience at least some degree of mobility limitation at some point in their lives, even if only temporarily. Chronic pain—on the other hand—is not easy to relate to. Studies show that it is often misunderstood and accompanied by disbelief, uncertainty, and lack of social recognition (for a definition of chronic pain, see Merskey & Bogduk, 1994). People with chronic pain may try to hide their level of suffering by adopting different strategies to manage their activities (Banks & Mackrodt, 2004). Unfortunately, many people affected by chronic pain feel the pressure to present a “normal” self and may not be able to keep a full-time job, but for those who can, like participants in Sheppard’s study (2020), managing pain includes a variety of mitigation strategies to reduce the visibility of one’s pain when in public as well as in the workplace. My experience is in line with this literature.

Page 171 →According to Grant (2023), in a good autoethnography the personal story should aim for readers to reflect on the situated nature of human experience. The use of this technique is not free from ethical considerations: a duty of self-care is present, and supervision is required, especially when traumatic experiences are shared, or painful memories are evoked (Sparkes, 2024). Writing can be therapeutically beneficial, but it is not without its risks, as I discovered. After I was diagnosed with cancer, I tried to write a memoir, often experiencing as a personal failure my inability to form a coherent structure to present my thoughts and emotions. It wasn’t until I discovered autoethnography, initially through the work of Carolyn Ellis (1993, 1997), that I started reconfiguring my writing goals. Soon after, I joined a group of autoethnographers1 and Lapidus, a community for writing for well-being.2 Through these communities, I received both guidance and support and, a few months later, I started writing again.

Representing one’s experience is not without its methodological issues either (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2013). Contemporary anthropology may have moved past the ideal of a fit and adventurous white, male, European ethnographer and upgraded it with a vision of an engaged, queer, decolonial, reflexive, global activist (Pels, 2018; Speed, 2006) but expectations around fieldwork remain historically ableist (Alexis-Martin, 2023; Smith, 2022). Behar’s collection of writings in the Vulnerable Observer (1996) was very influential in determining the type of anthropology I wanted to write. I could deeply relate to her definition of healing not just as a physiological kind of mending of limbs and bones but as a “full restoration of one’s sense of being in one’s body and in the world” (Behar, 1996, 129).

My motivation to write this chapter is both personal and political: Rome, the Eternal City, is not designed for the unfit. It requires strength and physical prowess to live and move around it. A physical disability significantly reduces the range of opportunities and distances one can cover in a city famously characterized by the lack of an efficient and accessible public transportation system. Borrowing the feminist motto “the personal is political” (Enloe, 2014, 348), I decided to turn my daily struggles as a white woman with a semi-invisible disability into a larger project, focusing on accessibility and social justice. In this chapter, ableism is situated as a practice of social and spatial exclusion based on normative Page 172 →expectations of body-mind functionality (Giese & Ruin, 2016). My contribution highlights the existence of different material modalities and geographies of exclusion (Landby, 2023; Wilton & Horton, 2020). In my experience, chronic pain associated with day-to-day mobility has a significant impact on both memory and emotions, contributing to the making and unmaking of different geographies of emotions (Bell, 2017; Waitt et al., 2023). Finally, this chapter contributes to the literature on chronic pain through the practice of a slow autoethnography produced “at the will of the body” (Sparkes, 2013), through an ill-body (Frank, 2013).



A Meaningful Encounter

It was a late Sunday morning: the sun was shining in its bright translucence, as is usually the case in Rome in late spring. I was intentionally trying to take a walk on the cyclable and walkable lane recently added to the side of Viale dei Quattro Venti, one of the main arteries of the Monteverde Vecchio district. The lane is part of the recent work done by the city administration to renovate the area around the Quattro Venti railway station. This includes new outdoor sport facilities, cultural activities of different kinds, a water dispenser, and a long, narrow walkable/cyclable lane, surrounded by plants and trees that seem to mirror overground the train lines that run underneath. This lane is quite popular among locals. It is a safe space for children to cycle and play because it is only accessible from the station end. With its even surface, the lane is particularly suitable for strollers, wheelchair users, and people like me, who have a limp and have difficulties walking on uneven surfaces. I use this lane to train my walking, enjoying the feeling of not having to constantly check my footing. I coexist with chronic back pain. It is not a fixed condition, there are ups and downs, and it is very hard to predict how much walking or traveling I can do on any given day. It is a condition that changes rapidly, unexpectedly, and that requires constant adjustments, monitoring, medical support, and patience.

Susan Sontag (1978) famously introduced the metaphor of illness as travel. In her analogy, I possess two passports: one as a seemingly healthy citizen; one as a sick person. A similar parallel can be found in Stranger in the Village of the Sick (2004), where Stoller talks about his experience with Page 173 →cancer as if moving to a separate community, the village of the sick. The development of modern medicine and surgery has allowed many conditions to become chronic rather than fatal. Having back surgeries and cancer at a young age would have been close to a death-sentence until a few decades ago. Now, the survival rate is much higher and many patients, including myself, can return to the village of the living. However, just like Frank affirms in the Wounded Storyteller (2013), surviving one’s illnesses creates a new necessity, which is to make sense of one’s survival. The problems I face belong to the village of the living, but the stories I am sharing are embodied in a wounded body, a body that has changed and whose scars are living memories of the different journeys I went through. People like me are part of a “remission society” (Frank, 2013, 156), regularly monitored by medical authorities through scheduled check-ups.

In hindsight, the day I recorded the following encounter was quite special. I was in the process of recovering my walking skills after weeks of different treatments for a herniated disc. I was limping and doctors recommended that I try to walk on flat, even surfaces, which are not easy to find in Rome, where many streets and sidewalks are covered in cobblestones or are in bad condition. I was feeling quite anxious while walking because I could feel the pain shooting through different parts of my body, but I tried my best to keep going. I was looking at the vegetation around the lane; many flowers had blossomed, and it was quite lovely, I thought. There were only a few people around me, mostly with their dogs. Suddenly, the peaceful atmosphere was broken by a man talking loudly, in the city’s contemporary romanesco slang. He was pushing an older man in a wheelchair, a woman at his side. They were trying to get to the lane from a tight side entrance, behind a petrol station, where there is a short, narrow ramp, made of concrete, that—I can only assume—used to connect the nearby “bocciofila” (a local bowling house) to the main street before the lane was built.

The man was struggling to push the wheelchair forward because of the disconnection between the end of the old ramp and the lane. He started to complain about the poor quality of the pavement, proclaiming theatrically, as if talking to an invisible audience: “lasciano le cose a metà!”, which literally translates into “[they] leave things half-done.” He repeated the same sentence a few times, adding more pathos each time, Page 174 →while pushing the man in the wheelchair by sheer force onto the lane. After venting his frustration, the walking man smiled at me, acknowledging my presence and the fact that I clearly heard his rant. I was already carrying out my walking autoethnography at the time, so I took some pictures of the incriminated ramp and went home, with the intention of writing detailed notes about what had just happened. It was a turning point: the statement “lasciano le cose a metà” was buzzing in my head, generating mixed feelings that I could hardly disentangle: there was a missing subject in his sentence, an intangible plural “they.” I started wondering who “they” could be. Maybe the workers in charge of the renovation of the area, responsible for making the place accessible, or powerholders like local administrators or politicians. It was an intriguing statement to contemplate.

I was persuaded by the man’s statement. “Lasciano le cose a metà” sounded like a convincing explanation to me. As a sentence, it has a streetwise vibe, it suggests without giving any practical explanation, evoking responsibility without making any specific accusations. Perhaps its persuasive power comes from being both self-explanatory and vague. Perhaps it is another example of “inverted patriotism,” a concept coined by Dickie (2001) to define the tendency of many Italians to worry about the inadequacy of the modern Italian nation-state to resolve its issues. Obscuring accountability in the political history of Rome has been an effective strategy used by all administrations to blame their predecessors for multiple unsolved issues, from pollution to housing evictions, to trash collecting (Herzfeld, 2009). “Lasciano le cose a metà” encapsulates the essence of this historical trend, underscoring a pervasive culture of incomplete governance (Della Porta & Vannucci, 1994). Within this context, the landscape of political and social responsibilities is so blurred and indistinct that attributing blame becomes an exercise in futility, rendering it “subject-free.” As Dickie (2001) observed, administrations inadvertently contribute to a collective skepticism among citizens, who, in turn, express their concerns about the state’s ability to address pressing issues competently.

I had noticed the disconnected ramp before and had started to avoid it but, contrary to the man who managed to express his frustration, I had never articulated an explanation for it. The entire episode made me realize Page 175 →how silent I had become toward injustice. Borrowing an old expression from Georg Simmel (1903), I may have developed a blasé attitude. According to Simmel, the personalities of modern men and women living in a city must adjust to the enormous quantity of information and stimulation they are presented with daily. They do so by developing a blasé attitude, which could be defined as a coping mechanism. City dwellers must learn to walk on, to focus on their own survival and individuality. For Simmel, living in a modern city encourages indifference and disconnection from anything that does not possess monetary value, but not all scholars agree with his view. Disassociation can be perceived as a kind of social relation. According to Tonkiss (2003), solitude can be considered a common trait of modern cities, existing side by side with community-making and social life and it may provide its own set of rights to individuals in terms of anonymity and privacy.

At this point, my walking ethnography started to take a distinct shape; there was something else I was paying attention to: my relationship with the city and its people. I started to focus on those around me and noticed the absence of people with visible disabilities. Where were they? It was rare to encounter any. I wondered how many people are stuck in their homes, in their neighborhoods, how many can afford taxis to go to places otherwise inaccessible. Sharing a personal story of illness and pain is not easy but as a “wounded storyteller” I could—to borrow another metaphor from Arthur Frank—try to transform my own fate “into experience” (Frank, 2013, xix), and I felt that, for once, I could “care for others” and be of some use to my fellow citizens (Frank, 2013, xx). I was engaging with the city in a new way and with this renewed interest came the question of accessibility and exclusion of public places, starting from the parks in my district.



Villa Pamphilj

Villa Doria Pamphilj is the biggest park in Rome. A stunning green area which turned out to be another example of “cose lasciate a metà” with an additional twist of looking accessible from the outside while remaining partly inaccessible from within. The Villa’s entrance in Piazza San Pancrazio, Monteverde Vecchio, appears to be designed specifically for Page 176 →wheelchair users, with a modern ramp, followed by an uphill corridor with a handrail on one side. Yet an unforeseen step disrupts the smooth transition to the park beyond. While a spacious walking path beckons able-bodied visitors to the monumental Doria Pamphilj building, unfortunately, it remains disconnected from the wheelchair-accessible ramp, leaving the trails within the park uneven and unpaved. The ramp is used by people with strollers and bicycles. I have not seen a single wheelchair user on it yet. Spatial exclusion does not seem to be a question of budget or even feasibility—there is plenty of space around to include a paved lane—and the existing ramp suggests that some initial thoughts were given to the question of accessibility, but the work(s) necessary to make the Villa fully accessible were not completed.

When walking uphill was not in the range of my possibilities, the ramp represented an enormous obstacle to getting to the Villa. I remember failing to complete what felt like an “ascension” to the park when a friend suggested we visit it. I did not want to disappoint her, or myself, but after a few steps on the ramp I had to stop; my hips were refusing to cooperate. I felt devastated. For weeks, I avoided any further attempts and my memory of the ramp became dark and gloomy. The scenario I painted in my mind was terrifying, like a haunted forest in a horror story. When my condition had improved, I went back and meticulously documented the ramp with pictures. To my surprise, the details that had previously appeared daunting in my imagination were not as pronounced in reality. For example, the pavement was more even than my distorted recollection suggested. This realization does not imply that the park is entirely accessible: the lack of a paved trail is real, and so is the harsh incline of the ramp, as well as the unwelcome step at its end. Still, the overall “feel” of the place underwent a significant shift. It was a firsthand realization of how pain and emotions affected my memory and day-to-day experiences. Theoretically, I knew this was the case (Lalkhen, 2021), but I never fully realized the extent to which this process was affecting my daily experiences in different locations.

While looking at a satellite picture of the ramp, a former physiotherapist and specialist in chronic pain immediately told me that it is far too steep. The recommended incline for general accessibility including self-propelled wheelchair users is 10 degrees; anything more than that is challenging. I felt relieved to know there was an “objective” reason for Page 177 →my struggles but at the same time, I felt angry. Who was responsible for building this ramp? Why was the recommended incline not respected?

Community organizer Dave Meslin (2010) argued some years ago about Toronto, Canada, that what we think of as collective apathy is often the result of exclusionary practices that permeate the institutions responsible for communicating aspects of city planning and local politics. It is not true that people don’t care, Meslin argued in a TED Talk that subsequently inspired the administration of north Vancouver to change their communication strategies (May, 2013). Rather, it is city administrations, through their obscure bureaucracy and communication strategies, that intentionally exclude people from decision-making processes. Rome City Council website3 has a section in which citizens can make appeals, but I must admit I was reluctant to contact them about the ramp. I feared that my complaint would not make a difference, and after giving it some thought, and searching for local offices, I reluctantly gave up.

Undertaking this autoethnography brought to light the extent to which I distrust my agency as a citizen and as a person with disability. Ethnographic writing was the only way I felt able to express myself. The concept of “restanza” proposed by Teti (2022) may be a useful tool to consider in this regard. Teti started using this old Italian term to reconceptualize the historical role played by people, particularly in the south of Italy, who actively decided to stay (restare) in their towns and villages, despite a deeply rooted culture of emigration. Teti approached the decision to stay as an active choice, that could be seen as just as heroic as crossing the sea, especially when accompanied by the desire to contribute to the social, cultural, and economic renovation of one’s homeland. This concept could be applied to Rome as well. To stay in one place, to engage with it is not just a residential choice—but a civic commitment. Is there a right way to live in the city of Rome? I felt guilty of neglecting my own rights and responsibilities.



Villa Sciarra

Located on the Janiculum hill, Villa Sciarra is a charming park, full of statues and fountains. The Villa is located just outside the university where I am based. I spent many afternoons and lunch breaks there. Still, in all Page 178 →those years of passing by its entrance, sitting on its benches and resting my back on its grass, it never occurred to me that its walking paths are made of little rounded white stones, not suitable for wheelchair users and people with mobility impairments, until I became one of them.

I hardly visited Villa Sciarra last winter. I could barely walk so I literally avoided taking any unnecessary steps until one day I saw from the road outside the Villa the leaves of the two big Ginkgo biloba trees ready to fall. They looked stunning, even from a distance, like a bright yellow cloud contrasting beautifully with the gray sky and the cold, wet weather. I decided to push through the pain to reach these beautiful trees. It was spectacular. Other people were stopping to take pictures. The falling leaves had formed an enchanting scenario around the trees, forming a golden, shining soft carpet that I was experimentally walking on. After a few minutes spent in awe, I left the Villa, feeling exhausted. In my ordinary memory, the feeling that dominated this experience was my sadness about not being able to fully enjoy this natural spectacle because of the pain in my back. When I went through all the pictures and videos that I took that day I discovered something else: a one-minute pep talk I gave myself on the importance of being in the present moment and in contact with nature. It brought a smile to my face; I was glad to be able to incorporate in my recollections of that day a fleeting moment of joy and wisdom. Ever since then, I look at these trees with a different sense of familiarity. This year, I went there twice to take more pictures of their falling leaves. This time, I laid down on the ground and took smiley pictures surrounded by the golden leaves, feeling grateful that my health had improved.

The importance of green spaces and more-than-human interactions in urban settings has been recognized across the globe (Phillips & Atchinson, 2020; Straughan et al., 2023). Cities are places within which relationships with nature can be (re)established. It is not uncommon to feel comforted by visiting a park or a tree (Rival, 2021). This is another reason why making sure that parks are fully accessible is so important. The lack of paved trails in Villa Sciarra is another example of spatial exclusion, and it deprives people with physical disabilities and mobility impairments of the opportunity to benefit from the existence of these green areas despite the well-known benefits of spending time outdoors and in Page 179 →nature for individual well-being (Park et al., 2010). Being able to take a walk in a park should be considered a right for all and yet, in Rome, this is not the case; accessibility is still an issue.

I will share one last story. It is about Termini train station, where the organization of train schedules and platforms creates a unique set of challenges to different categories of passengers.



Platforms 1 and 2 Est: The New Frontier

I am not a frequent train user. Termini station was not a place I gravitated around much until my mother relocated to the Marche region, in the northeastern part of central Italy. Trains that take this route are mostly interregional ones, that make multiple stops along the way. Platforms 1 and 2 Est are often allocated to these trains and are located about 700 meters from the main waiting hall, the only place within the station where platforms are announced. It is a good walk to get there, and a very disheartening one.

It is not easy to get to the East platforms. First, there is a walk along platform 1, all the way to the actual end of the platform; then, once outside the main station, there is another bit of walking to do, in the open air, without any cover. This part, considering the intense heat of Rome during the summer and the heat radiating from the station itself, can only be defined as brutal, even for the fittest of passengers. At the end of this excursion to the far end of the station, there is a mini station with two “East” platforms. There is nothing charming about it; it is an odd place to be. There is no side exit or even a waiting room, just an automatic vending machine with water and snacks. The first time I got there, I thought it was a joke, a mistake of some sort due to mysterious, unforeseeable circumstances.

The station has been recently renovated, there is a large commercial area with stores and supermarkets underneath the main waiting hall (see Chapters 5 and 6 in this volume), but the margins of the station and the sidewalk to the East platforms are just like the old, scary station I was told to stay away from when I was young. Unfortunately, trains departing from these far-away platforms are announced only a few minutes before their departure. No extra time is allocated for passengers to cover Page 180 →the distance and there are no clear signs indicating how long it takes to get there. A passenger kart is often parked on the side of platform 1 that I assume could be used to assist passengers in need but with the train platforms announced only a few minutes before departure I was never able to make use of it. Most of the time, nobody was there to drive it.

I often found myself panicking, trying to rush to the train, competing for walking space with the rest of the passengers. For a person with walking impairments, this is an unfair game. I could not walk as fast as an able-bodied passenger, my pace was slower and less coordinated. I struggled all the way to the East platforms, feeling awful about myself and scared about the possibility of getting injured. Transportation is crucial to raising awareness about accessibility and the rights of people with disability (Bissell, 2009; 2016). Termini, despite its recent renovation and socially improved image (Brioni, 2017), is not a welcoming place for differently mobile bodies.

My family and I had tried different strategies to avoid the East platforms, such as buying the more expensive “intercity” train tickets. These cost twice as much but the trains are just as slow as the interregional trains. We tried to change time of departure to avoid peak hours in the hope that our trains would depart or arrive at a regular platform. In theory, the East platforms should be used only in emergency situations. In my family experience and recordings, they are used every day, Sunday included. The central and more convenient platforms are occupied by the newest and fastest high-speed trains. The old, slow multistop trains are relegated to the side, like a reality nobody wants to see anymore, even though these interregional trains are the only option available for some regions and destinations.

When I first presented this work at the Contemporary Rome conference at John Cabot University, an older woman approached me to say that she had stopped taking these trains because they are too hard to reach. In other social occasions, when I mentioned I was writing about this issue, other people showed their support and shared their stories. The propensity to travel by rail is affected by the quality of terminal service and infrastructure (Rietveld et al., 2009) and access to platforms is an important element to consider to improve urban accessibility (Imrie, 2000). Complaints about the infamous East platforms have been written by both Page 181 →Italian and international bloggers (Pasquali, 2017; 80express, 2009) and some politicians have met representatives of the national rail company to demand better conditions for their constituents commuting to Rome (Francioli, 2021). Passengers on interregional trains include commuters, students, and workers who perhaps chose to live outside Rome to save on rent. Keeping these platforms operating daily represents an obstacle, producing a disabling environment (Imrie, 2000) that could and should be fixed to avoid marginalization and exclusion.

Injustice is often hidden in plain sight. The suffering I had experienced in Termini is produced by ableist conceptualizations of space, poorly designed infrastructure, and lack of adequate service. Improving access to public places and transportation should be a priority for all administrations (Harada & Waitt, 2023). Safety is another issue to consider, especially for vulnerable passengers. Walking at night, feeling alone and vulnerable in a body unable to run away, is something I intentionally and carefully avoid, but many women do not have the same luxury. Some may have to make that walk because they commute or must travel in the evening. What about them? Feminist work on women’s fear in public spaces and cities highlights the need to build protective networks and inclusive infrastructures, with easy-to-reach help facilities in case of harassment (Valentine, 1989; Roberts et al., 2022). None of this is present in the journey to and from the East platforms.

Termini is not an isolated exception; ableism is a pervasive presence in modern societies and disabled people around the globe experience all kinds of difficulties while traveling (Beale et al., 2006; Bissell, 2016; Butler & Bowlby, 1997; Hall & Wilton, 2017; Imrie, 1996). We get used to ableist requirements until we can no longer meet them. The ideal citizen of a modern metropolis is busy running up and down the city seeking success, self-realization, and money (Bauman, 2000). Those who cannot do the same are cut out, excluded, while able bodies prevail and become the norm.



Concluding Thoughts

Conducting a slow pace, walking autoethnography as a white woman with walking impairments helped me to see Rome, the city I lived in for most of my life, through a different lens. What I discovered was a city in Page 182 →which access to public places is only partially provided, peppered with barriers and inhospitable infrastructures. In order to reclaim the city, a new style of anthropological analysis was needed that in Behar’s words is “rigorous yet not disinterested” (1996, 175). I learned through it, suffered through it and I feel a little changed because of it.

Recognizing exclusionary practices, based on normative body-mind expectations is a process which is both personal and political. I was surprised to discover so many examples of exclusion in places I thought I was familiar with. It made me reconsider the role of political responsibility and my own disregard for civic engagement. Just like any other citizen, I am part of the problems of the city and also, possibly, of their resolution. The key question is not whether we should consider ourselves responsible for our cities but how to re-engage with them. bell hooks (2003) reminded us of the importance of denouncing all types of abuses, while maintaining a hopeful vision of the future. Change is possible. If we stop believing in the possibility of a better future for our cities, we reinforce oblivion and disconnection.

There are initiatives in Rome that aim to foster participation and urban regeneration. One is Roma Ricerca Roma4 (Rome Researches Rome) which brings together activists, journalists, scholars, and artists who wish to contribute to the city’s renovation. There are also a few examples of cultural initiatives based on slow-walking for able-bodied people that aim to bring back attention to the histories of different neighborhoods and communities, some of which are led by migrants and other marginalized groups.5 Perhaps this is a direction worth promoting within and outside academia. Slow, reflexive methodologies, such as mindful walking, may be useful in this process. Disability and chronic pain are not easy topics to engage with in an ordinary conversation. Autoethnography is often criticized for being too self-focused and narrow in its perspective (Forber-Pratt, 2015). Nevertheless, it is my hope that this chapter encourages other scholars with or without disabilities to share their stories and to explore these methodologies. More voices are needed to challenge ableist assumptions and to bring to light the experiences of those who lack the privilege of an able-bodied viewpoint in Rome and worldwide. This could be the very first step to start fixing what was previously “lasciato a metà”.




Notes


	1South Coast Autoethnography Network (SCAN), led by Jamie Barnes at Sussex University.

	2Website: www.lapidus.org.uk

	3Website: https://www.comune.roma.it/web/it/welcome.page

	4Website: https://www.ricercaroma.it/chi-siamo/

	5For example the initiatives of Roma Slow Tour (https://www.romaslowtour.com/slow-tour/) and Passeggiate interculturali—Migrantour turismo responsabile (https://migrantour.org/migrantour-roma/).
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Chapter nine

Criminal Mosaics

The Varied Faces of Organized Crime in Rome

Isabella Clough Marinaro and Federica Nappa



Introduction

Rome has long offered a rich social and economic terrain in which organized criminal groups aggressively pursue their interests. The capital’s economic opportunities and political networks—that span from the very local to the global—have attracted outshoots of traditionally Southern mafias and simultaneously allowed local groups to build social and financial power across various neighborhoods. Indeed, Rome is unique in Italy for the sheer variety of mafias operating within it and the diversity of sectors and activities they engage in (Osservatorio, 2022). It is a complex criminal space within which no single grouping has achieved hegemonic control. Nevertheless, distinctions can be made between mafias that use the city’s political and economic centrality to launder money and build networks of influence in legal sectors, and those that primarily invest in strengthening local territorial control through violence and illegal trades. The landscape is therefore in continuous flux, with groups creating alliances and sometimes conflicts, and occasionally mutating. This chapter explores this evolving field, where boundaries between legal and illegal sectors, as well as old and new criminal groupings, often blur.

Page 190 →Our aim is to identify some of Rome’s social and governance vulnerabilities. Indeed, in line with contemporary research (Von Lampe, 2015), we argue that organized crime groups are not external parasitic actors that simply exploit opportunities within the urban context, but rather they develop in symbiosis with it: their internal interests and strategies are intertwined with the external opportunities they encounter (Sciarrone, 2021). Organized crime is thus both a product of the city’s social and economic landscape and a force that conditions how other criminal actors and ordinary Romans operate. We focus particularly on the most locally embedded groups, seeking to map their socioeconomic trajectories. These are arguably the actors whose presence is most strongly felt by residents. The chapter first briefly introduces our conceptual framework and then outlines both the historical and contemporary landscape of organized criminal activity in Rome. We then tease out the features that enable so many to thrive within Rome’s social fabric.

The data for this study was collected through a combination of various research methods. As Hobbs and Antonopoulos (2014) underline, no single method—ethnographic, law-enforcement-based, statistical, spatial or archival—is fully able to convey the multidimensional behaviors of organized criminals. This is a field that is plagued by “dark numbers”: the impossibility of ever having complete and accurate data on what, by its very nature, seeks to remain hidden (Ferwerda, 2023). The obvious difficulties of doing fieldwork with criminal groups adds a further obstacle. This means that any mapping of a city’s landscape must draw on a wide range of sources. First, we make use of what official documentation is publicly available. This includes recent reports published by the Lazio Region and the national anti-mafia investigative agency (DIA). To these we add local media reporting on current developments, and scholarly works that conceptualize patterns, processes, and strategies across groups. Much investigative material does not become public until trial, compounded by the slowness of the Italian judicial system. We therefore integrate published materials with interviews with investigators, experts, and residents of some of the most affected neighborhoods. Since mafias are context-laden, the sources selected here help to tease out the social, cultural, and geographical characteristics of the groups and environments we focus on.




Conceptualizing Mafia Power: Invisibility and Embeddedness

Since no two organized crime groups operate identically, legislative frameworks addressing them need to be both univocal and broad enough to contain their inevitable diversity. Indeed, international law defines an organized criminal group (OCG) in very generic terms:


A structured group of three or more persons, existing for a period of time and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or offences [those punished with four years or more of imprisonment under domestic law] in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit. (UN Convention on Transnational Organized Crime, Art. 2).



Italian legislation, however, makes a clear conceptual distinction between organized crime and “mafia.” An organized crime group, or criminal association (associazione per delinquere: Art. 416, C.P.), reflects the international definition: it involves a minimum of three individuals working together to commit “crimes and with an internal permanent organizational structure” (Turone, 2007, 50).1 Mafia-type association (associazione di tipo mafioso, Art. 416 bis, C.P.), which is punished more severely, refers to the use of the mafia method of intimidation to generate subjugation and the code of silence in the surrounding society.2 This intimidation need not be explicit. A group’s history and reputation can arouse enough local fear to ensure that it operates uncontested, allowing it to “easily control…markets and territories, somehow putting itself in competition with government institutions” (Turone, 2007, 50). Indeed, among the mafia toolkit is the ability to influence elections and political decision-making processes to its advantage. Many mafia activities are not in themselves illegal (they may involve legal trades or investments) but are nevertheless criminal if they are achieved through the method of intimidation.

Italy’s historical Southern mafias—’Ndrangheta, Camorra, and Cosa Nostra—are now widely known to the Italian public thanks to large-scale criminal trials since the 1980s, intensive news coverage, and representations in popular media (Allum et al., 2019). However, whether other, more Page 192 →recent groupings can also be defined as mafias is only determined at trial and the decision can be fiercely contested. The case of a Roman group widely known as Mafia Capitale is a notable example. The investigation acquired national historical significance as prosecutors sought to demonstrate that a local criminal network, without strong links to traditional Southern groups, had taken on the intimidatory force of a mafia in the capital. The group’s existence became publicly known in 2014 when the first trial began against a network led by Massimo Carminati—a former right-wing terrorist and member of Rome’s Banda della Magliana crime group—and Salvatore Buzzi, founder of a network of cooperatives that received public funding to carry out multiple social projects. Investigators demonstrated that the group had systematically corrupted a wide network of political and business actors to commit fraud, divert public funds, and obtain preferential access to public works contracts (Savatteri & Grignetti, 2015). However, members had also committed extortion and loansharking: actions that are typically used by mafias to intimidate local populations. Indeed, these activities have historically characterized Roman criminal groups that have exploited the city’s economic structure of small business to subjugate entrepreneurs and achieve territorial control and political influence (Martone, 2017). The prosecution argued that the group had used the mafia method, capitalizing on Carminati’s criminal reputation to instill fear in its interlocutors. In its 2017 verdict, though, the Court of Rome did not recognize it as a mafia association, although it did find many individuals guilty of criminal association, corruption, and other individual criminal acts. The following year, however, the Court of Appeal ruled that it was in fact a mafia-type organization, arguing that although it did not have subjugating power over the broader population, it was still able to intimidate its targets to achieve its business interests. This verdict was then overturned again, in 2019, by the Supreme Court of Cassation—Italy’s highest court—which confirmed the first court’s judgment that two separate non-mafia groupings were involved: one dedicated to local extortion and one aimed at corruption in the public sector (Sicignano, 2021).

In addition to provoking widespread debate about what constitutes a mafia and revealing the capillary influence of criminal actors across many sectors of Roman business and public institutions, the case was Page 193 →important in highlighting the extent to which the city is vulnerable to OCGs at all social levels. Its members relied on networks in high financial and political sectors while also making their presence felt territorially, especially among small businesses. Traditionally, scholars have tended to differentiate between enterprise syndicates—those primarily aimed at making high, often legal profit—and power syndicates which are more concerned with maintaining control over local territories to influence economic, political, and social life (Block, 1980). Mafia Capitale is one of many Italian cases in which the two sets of goals and methods in fact coexist.

Some further debates in the literature are also helpful in conceptualizing the mafia groups discussed below. One element is mafia expansion (dalla Chiesa, 2016; Martone, 2017; Sciarrone, 2021). That is, how and why mafias with deep-rooted power in one geographical context then choose to penetrate new social environments. Some groups opt for what Sciarrone (2021) defines as infiltration, investing in the new economic space and taking advantage of a vast gray area of collusive professionals (lawyers, accountants, tax consultants, etc.) to pursue their business interests without attracting the attention of local communities. Invisibility in the new location is a strategic choice: the subtlety and complexity of their operations—which often hide among apparently legal actors and companies—helps avoid police scrutiny. Others instead seek to become more fully embedded in local social structures (Kleemans, 2014). They build extensive networks in communities, ensuring cooperation by simultaneously fostering trust and fear among residents and businesses.

We focus on the nature of the social capital that different groups nurture and exploit in Rome. For Southern groups, social networks tend to be more extensive and diversified than in their areas of territorial control (Sciarrone, 1998), drawing in Roman actors who can benefit economically from the groups’ capacity to distort markets (Varese, 2011). For more recent, locally grown mafias, there is a need to build a brand identity to ensure that their members are recognized in the population through their language and demeanor, becoming a feature of local life. In many cases, though, this brand visibility is built through imitation, whereby local groups “pattern their conduct and organization after the traditional mafias” (Sciarrone & Storti, 2014, 46). The consensus they build is Page 194 →certainly intimidatory, but it must also be maintained through positive social capital: establishing a perception that they are a governance force, able to provide jobs and welfare. Just like coercion and consensus are two sides of the same coin, so are legal and illegal activities; not antagonistic but rather collaborative and reciprocal (Van de Bunt et al., 2014; Ciconte et al., 2012).



Past Legacies in Today’s Criminal Landscapes

Before focusing on Rome’s contemporary criminal geographies, we briefly unpack some elements of a criminal history that continues to play a role in the city. As Ciconte outlines (2021), Rome has attracted criminal actors since it became the national capital in 1871. The city’s massive growth in the post–Second World War period coincided with an intense rise in wealth and power first in Sicily’s Cosa Nostra and later the Neapolitan Camorra groups. Not only did the capital offer opportunities for reinvestment of criminal profits, it was also the obvious environment for nurturing the political alliances whereby mafias exchanged packages of votes for public institutional acquiescence or support. Moreover, from the 1970s, Rome became a thriving hub of drug consumption (Ciconte, 2021). Both elements motivated some Cosa Nostra and Camorra individuals to become permanently present in the capital from then onwards. There they built alliances with what emerged as Rome’s first citywide organized crime group: the Banda della Magliana (BDM). The organization brought together previously separate neighborhood gangs and soon dominated its drug markets (Capaldo, 2013). It served as the lynchpin connecting the Cosa Nostra and Camorra drug wholesalers to the retail level in the working-class neighborhoods where its members had their extensive social capital (especially Trastevere, Testaccio, and Magliana). At the same time, its far-reaching political contacts enabled it to be present in elite environments. It thus traversed the city’s social classes and its spatial geographies. Although the BDM was largely destroyed in the mid-1990s thanks to internal conflicts and a heavy judicial campaign against it (CPA, 2011), it has left some traces in the city’s criminal fabric. Mafia Capitale’s leader, Carminati, for example had maintained contacts with some of the Banda’s former members and used his historical association Page 195 →with the notorious group to build his intimidatory reputation. Some local groups still active today also have roots in the Banda, while various contemporary Camorra members first entered the city through alliances with its former members (CPA, 2011; Del Rosso, 2015).



Rome’s Originally Southern Mafias

’Ndrangheta, Camorra, and Cosa Nostra all have active interests in the capital today, although they differ in how they use the city and how much is known about them. Historians have traced the presence of Cosa Nostra members in Rome especially between the end of the Second World War and the early 1990s (Ciconte, 2021). Since then, the organization has been operating more covertly and has tended to focus on infiltrating legal sectors (Osservatorio, 2022). Three segments of Rome’s economy have proven particularly attractive: restaurants and bars, the wholesale fish trade, and legal betting. Scholars widely consider these to be among the most appealing areas of mafia investment (Ciconte et al., 2012; Eurispes, 2019; Sciarrone et al., 2023). They generate a fast and often cash-based turnover, making it easy to falsify accounts for money-laundering purposes. At the same time, they are low-tech and operate through tight social ties that are personal and trust-based. Investigations indicate that Cosa Nostra has recently invested in restaurants and bars primarily in Testaccio and Trastevere: two neighborhoods that have seen intensive gentrification and have become lucrative nightlife hubs. Thus, the organization generally avoids territorial visibility in Rome, adopting it as a safer destination for its wealth than Sicilian firms more subject to investigative scrutiny.

The ’Ndrangheta seems to operate in a similar way, although on a larger scale, with more criminal families involved and wider webs of relations in the urban economy (DIA, 2022). On the one hand, numerous investigations have shown that the organization invests in restaurants, food shops (La Stampa, 2022; RAI, 2023a), real estate, and many other legal businesses, using straw men and collusive professionals in the gray area to manage their finances.3 On the other hand, it is a core wholesale supplier of drugs, working with the many criminal groupings that sell the product in Rome’s neighborhoods and hinterland (Nicolini, 2023a). Its drug interests are such that it also controls some major drug-dealing Page 196 →hubs, especially in the northern and eastern parts of the city (Marani, 2019; Tata, 2022; Di Corrado & Mozzetti, 2023). Consequently, unlike Cosa Nostra, various Calabrian clans have established an embedded presence in Rome. Recent events suggest that in some cases this is becoming even more pronounced, with at least one grouping (Alvaro-Carzo) taking on a more explicitly Roman status. In 2022, investigators identified what they consider an autonomous, Roman chapter (locale) of the ’Ndrangheta, in existence since 2015, with many of its activities centered in the beach towns south of Rome, as well as in its peripheries (RAI, 2023b). Its members employ the same rites and rituals, terminology and intimidation tactics cultivated in their Calabrian territories, in ways that were previously avoided in the capital. Prosecutors view this as an unprecedented attempt to colonize the capital by fusing the group’s entrepreneurial interests in Rome’s legal economy with the enhanced intimidatory capacity of high-ranking actors directly from Calabria (Calò, 2024). Police wiretaps confirm that they have forged alliances with numerous other crime groups; local ones as well as Camorra and Cosa Nostra (ibid.).

One of the realities members of the ’Ndrangheta need to contend with is the presence of Camorra clans that have been rooted in Rome since long before the ’Ndrangheta began targeting its economy. Camorra members began moving into the capital during a major clan war in Naples in the late 1970s. Some were already collaborating with the Banda della Magliana, supplying them with drugs but also using those contacts to penetrate legal sectors, especially the booming housing market (Clough Marinaro & Borselli, 2019). From the 1980s onwards, various clans expanded further. Some—like the Contini family—focused on infiltrating legal businesses: shopping malls, supermarkets, and other food-related activities (Scafetta, 2013).4 Others have become fully fledged power syndicates, visibly dominating street crime through drug dealing, illegal gambling, and extortion. The most formidable of these is the Moccia/Senese alliance which has managed to achieve both types of presence in this competitive environment. The Moccia family are a major criminal force in Naples (Brancaccio, 2017), although various members now live between there and Rome. Their extreme wealth has implicated them in numerous investments in Rome’s legal economy, especially high-quality restaurants in the historic center (Fagnani, 2021; Roma Today, 2023), and they appear Page 197 →to also be expanding their drug-dealing interests into central areas (DIA, 2022). This suggests they are diversifying beyond their stronghold in the eastern district of Tor Bella Monaca, where they are very visibly present not only through their drug dealers but also through allegedly buying up failing shops and bars and controlling part of the public housing stock (Marceca, 2021; Cifelli, 2021). Recently, some members have asserted their local strength through public gun violence, against which few locals have been willing to testify (Nicolini, 2022). One boss also ostentatiously drove past the home of an anti-mafia activist on his release from prison (Nicolini, 2023b). Such behaviors arguably serve to signal their territorial power in a neighborhood believed to be home to eleven separate drug-dealing organizations (RAI, 2023c).

One of the original Moccia clan members to move to Rome in the early 1980s, Michele Senese, has built an autonomous organization that is widely defined as a “Roman Camorra”: a fusion of Camorra methods and brand reputation with resources developed locally and calibrated to the city’s norms and criminal boundaries (Clough Marinaro & Borselli, 2019). Senese’s group long coordinated much of the urban drug market and played a historically key role in mediating peace between other mafias. It also established a power syndicate role across much of eastern Rome through extortion and loansharking. Although Senese is now incarcerated, his group continues to be violently present, with other Camorra actors taking up part of his dominion in the Tor Bella Monaca drug markets, as well as the Tuscolana neighborhood. Nevertheless, his absence has also opened up space for other groups in the large and densely populated southeast quadrant of Rome, where they have to compete with a powerful home-grown rival: the Casamonica clan.



Rome’s Home-grown Mafias: Casamonica and Spada Clans

By early 2024, three of Rome’s local criminal organizations had been declared fully fledged mafia-type associations due to their use of violence, intimidation, and territorial control: the Fasciani and Spada families based in the seaside neighborhood of Ostia and the Casamonica clan operating across much of southeast Rome (Quadraro, Porta Furba, Romanina, and Page 198 →Tuscolana). The latter two families are closely intertwined through kinship, using strategic marriages to maintain the traditions of their Roma lineage. In fact, their arrival occurred simultaneously when a married couple—one a Spada and the other a Casamonica—moved to Rome in 1939, followed by other relatives. Spada family members initially operated as violent enforcers for the Fasciani clan who dominated Ostia’s drug, extortion, and loansharking market from the 1970s, with close alliances to the Camorra (Martone, 2017). However, as the Spadas became more established, they started challenging the Fasciani and eventually took over territorial control (Ciconte, 2021). The Casamonica instead built a reputation for extreme violence in southeastern neighborhoods. The presence of their opulent villas and their visibility in the streets, especially in Romanina, have contributed to their notoriety and social power.

As various interviewees underlined:


[Both groups] adopted the mafia model from the traditional mafias. […] Even though the territories they occupy are somehow small, they have the control. (Anti-mafia prosecutor)

[T]‌here are areas that are completely, totally controlled. Examples are Romanina, Tor Bella Monaca, San Basilio, some parts of Ostia. There are whole neighborhoods with tens of thousands of residents that live under mafia influence like you would find in Ballarò, in Palermo. Even more than in Reggio Calabria. (President of civil society organization)

They manage the neighborhood as if they were governors, everything must go through them. Anyone who wants to do something in their neighborhood must ask them for permission. Or pay a fee, or just do whatever they say. (Police investigator)



Despite their clear territorial presence and legal definition as mafia-type associations, the Casamonica and Spada clans are widely underestimated by Rome residents and authorities (Libera, 2020; DaSud, 2020), seen primarily in terms of their ethnic minority status or considered a folkloristic feature of a few underprivileged neighborhoods (Trocchia, 2019). This has weakened the fight against them in two ways. First, it has meant that judicial action has come relatively late,5 long after their organizational structure and illegal activities were first uncovered. Second, it Page 199 →has prevented institutional recognition that they are a social phenomenon that responds to structural needs in the population. Thus, public policy has remained largely unaffected by their exposure.

Both groups operate through explicit violence. For example, members have been arrested for attacking journalists investigating their criminal activities; in one case, the assault was filmed and made national headlines.6 In April 2018, two Casamonica members destroyed a bar in Romanina and beat up the barmen when they were not served immediately. They reportedly left the shop shouting “we are the bosses here, either you do what we tell you or we will kill you!” (Vincenzi, 2019). These are just two emblematic examples of both groups’ performative use of violence, which serves to ensure that they are publicly recognized and feared, and their territorial governance affirmed. This geographical ownership is continuously reinforced. For example, interviewees living in Quadraro have repeatedly witnessed clan members committing small deviant acts, such as double parking or cutting the line in shops. When someone tries to confront them, they are threatened with a set of intimidating phrases: “You don’t know who I am,” “Stop it or I’ll kill you and your family.”

In those neighborhoods, there are distinct locations—bars, shops, gyms—where members meet and make their presence visible. The reputational capital they thereby build ensures omertà: witnesses often refuse to come forward or change their testimonies once in court. One prosecutor told us:


During both the Spada and the Fasciani trials, there were no police reports against them […] during the trials, victims were terrified to the point that when we confronted them with wiretap recordings of them being exploited or threatened, they would deny that was their own voice. They would deny the obvious. (Anti-Mafia Prosecutor)



It should be underlined here that not all residents of these large geographical areas feel the presence of these mafias. Indeed, civil society groups are pushing back against the media’s frequent and automatic equation of their districts with crime (Libera, 2023). However, small businesses are particularly at risk of being targeted, as the organizations seek to extort them or trap them into corrosive debt relations. While such Page 200 →crimes are not as lucrative as drug trades and legal investments, they economically tie neighborhood actors to the mafias, often long-term (Clough Marinaro, 2022). Extortion can go beyond demanding monthly payment of a protection fee to include a set of imposed services: “it is more like a request. If you want to add slot machines inside your bar, you must put mine. If you want to renovate the shop, I’ll give you the materials. If you need to hire new employees, you must hire my affiliates” (Interview, mafia researcher). This way, the mafias can supervise and manipulate neighborhood economic affairs. Failure to fulfill these requests may be punished through arson and assault, or the acquisition of the business itself (Osservatorio, 2022).

Violence and intimidation are, however, often not enough to ensure territorial control. To secure long-lasting results, mafias must create social consensus by offering services and a welfare system that fills the gaps left by the state and other actors. Among Roman mafias, this translates into taking care of public gardens, resolving disputes among citizens, providing security in the neighborhood (Osservatorio, 2022). It also involves offering jobs—often as drug dealers—and providing financial support to members and stipends to the families of those arrested, just like traditional mafias do (Meli, 2018). This welfare role was at its most evident during the Covid-related lockdowns, when thousands of small business-owners and undeclared workers suddenly found themselves without their income sources and with little state support.7 The pandemic worsened social inequalities, affecting low-wage workers the most (Carta & De Philippis, 2021). While wealthier individuals relied on savings to stay afloat, government financial support to those hardest hit was often slow and insufficient. Thus, while Italian mafias flourished (GI-TOC, 2020), residents of Rome’s peripheries—such as those dominated by the Spada and Casamonica clans—struggled. As one of our interviewees put it, “Times of crisis give mafia groups an added value because, unlike the other entrepreneurs, they have money” (Police investigator). The two groups’ great liquidity allowed them to provide immediate relief in the form of food parcels and medical supplies, and longer-term aid through loans or by buying up failing firms cheaply. In doing so, they advanced their social capital by presenting themselves as the protectors of their neighborhoods.

Page 201 →The Spada have been particularly effective in providing multiple services to Ostia residents. They bridge the underprivileged conditions of this institutionally marginalized district with its thriving seaside economy (Martone, 2018). The extent of their professional relationships with the city’s administrative and entrepreneurial classes have been such that the municipal government of Ostia was placed under special administration between 2015 and 2017 for mafia infiltration. They also manage the racketing of public housing, obtaining apartments through fake titleholders and allocating them to affiliates, frequently forcing the legitimate inhabitants out (Imperitura, 2014; Martone, 2017). By interfering in the legal economy and the fair distribution of social services, they thus create a need for the very services that they then offer to those who become loyal to them.

A particular way the Spada family has built social capital is through sport. A boss and his wife owned a gym for over twenty years—Femus Boxe—where they taught boxing and dance. Many youths and families were allowed to join for free and it became known for social inclusion activities, also attracting people not associated with the clan (Martone, 2017). This investment in social capital was central to the clan’s reproduction because it provided the ideal environment for recruiting youth for its illegal activities. A few months after the authorities definitively closed it in 2019, Spada and his wife asserted their territorial control by opening two new sports centers nearby (Angeli, 2017).

A core economic sector for both clans is Rome’s lucrative and fast-growing drug market (Mozzetti, 2023). The sales mostly take place in scores of open-air drug markets (piazze di spaccio) that function 24/7. Many are in the city’s southeastern quadrant and in Ostia, whose strategic position between the Civitavecchia harbor and Fiumicino airport makes it a key entry point for drugs (Meli, 2017). These tend to be highly organized environments, monitored by lookouts and even drones (Interview, Police investigator; Osservatorio, 2022), in which each actor has strictly defined tasks. The spaces are often set up to obstruct police access—such as using flowerpots as barriers to cars—and instructions relayed through graffiti (CROSS, 2021). Drawing on recent judicial reports, Rome’s media outlets have developed maps to illustrate how the city’s drug market is geographically shared out among criminal groups.8 These clearly display Page 202 →how multiple groups—Southern, local, and foreign—cohabit and cooperate in a stable way in many neighborhoods. Investigators in fact assume that the groups have reached explicit agreements to avoid conflict and maximize efficiency. As one interviewee put it:


When are [criminal] organizations truly powerful? When they manage to create a relationship based on reciprocal criminal aid, when they back each other up. There will clearly be some that are doing better and others that are doing worse, but if they can all come to an agreement, then survival is guaranteed. (Police investigator)



While it is generally assumed that ’Ndrangheta are the main drug wholesalers, followed by Camorra and some foreign groups, the separation between the wholesale and retail sectors is not always clear-cut. Indeed, Rome’s groups have begun to extend their tentacles up the supply chain. In 2018, for example, a police investigation discovered a Casamonica member working with other Roman groups to finalize a deal whereby Colombian traffickers would supply 7000 kilos of cocaine annually from Brazil (Interviews: Mafia researcher; Police investigator; CROSS, 2021). The Casamonica intended to manage the logistics and sell the drugs to ’Ndrangheta and Camorra groups in the city, upturning established dynamics.



Conclusion: Rome’s Structural Vulnerabilities

The discussion so far has outlined how different groups strategically use the city, adopting varying degrees of visibility/invisibility and territorial control, depending on their interests and resources. Their decision-making is partly driven by the shifting internal dynamics and objectives of the groups themselves. Nevertheless, they also operate within and adapt to a range of contextual opportunity structures that Rome offers. Various patterns in the behaviors traced above help shed light on the vulnerabilities that make the city so appealing to many criminal actors.

Most obviously, as the capital, it is where political, institutional, logistic, and business flows intersect:


Page 203 →Rome is the point of convergence of an unlimited number of interests. It is the capital of Italy, but it is also the city where a lot of organizations meet, even on a global level […] Criminals just inserted themselves in this context by saying ‘since the city is well suited for licit meetings and arrangements, we can also make it work for our needs’ […] they look for reference points, such as important institutional and economic environments. (President of civil society organization)



Rome’s sheer geographical and population size fosters anonymity and facilitates disguising criminal financial flows within the larger economy. Yet many of its neighborhoods can be viewed as distinct villages within the metropolis, where community life and social networks continue to thrive despite the city’s global status (Scarpelli, 2018). In the case of many peripheral, low-income neighborhoods, spatial disconnections from the centers of power are compounded by a history of institutional neglect and under-investment. Indeed, Rome is a highly fragmented and heterogeneous social mosaic, marked by intense inequalities of wealth and access to institutional resources. As Chapter 1 of this volume clearly shows, the city’s main population growth of the last thirty years has occurred in car-dependent and underprivileged areas. Other maps by the same authors (Lelo et al., 2021a) bear a striking similarity to media-produced ones on organized crime’s spatial presence. For example, Tor Bella Monaca, with its intense competition over drug-dealing hubs, is also the poorest neighborhood in the city. The eastern areas and Ostia—where mafias particularly make their existence felt territorially—are also the segments of the city with the lowest incomes and human development index (Lelo et al., 2019; 2021b).

This does not mean that poverty necessarily breeds crime. In fact, this chapter shows that great wealth can too, confirming that “it is a mistake to think that mafia-type organizations are confined only within ‘marginalized areas’ and are symptoms that can only be associated with poverty and unemployment” (De Leo, 2017, 217). The locations in which mafias invest in Rome’s legal economy to launder and multiply their profits are primarily in the financially dynamic historic center and nearby gentrifying neighborhoods. However, the areas in which poverty Page 204 →is concentrated—the “city of hardship” (Chapter 1)—are the ones that have been historically deprived of legitimate institutional resources. It is that void in territorial governance that mafias can fill with their own resources, financial but also social. Indeed, the mafia’s speed of response to low-income residents’ needs during the Covid-related lockdowns, in contrast to the state’s slow and patchy distribution of aid, expanded a welfare role that was already rooted in some areas. Mafia loans, protection, and the ability to mete “justice” through resolving local conflicts then create dependency and indebtedness that further strengthens their ability to exert economic and social control.

Another structural vulnerability of Rome’s economy is the size of its services sector (which constitutes 65.6% of registered companies) and ever-growing tourist industry (CCR, 2024). Small companies—sole-proprietor and partnership firms—make up 45.2% of its businesses (ibid.). Thus, it offers a high concentration of companies that have little global competition and financial oversight, as well as a fast and often cash-based turnover. It also has a lucrative real estate market, which offers high potential profits, as well as a rich supply of brokers, lawyers, bankers, and accountants potentially able to join the gray zone of collusion. Among other attractive elements are firms that are low-innovation, low-tech, and do not require particular training and skills from their employees, but are labor-intensive (Riccardi et al., 2018; Sciarrone, 2021). The food services sectors in which we have seen mafias invest offer precisely these features, which also enable them to expand their social capital by offering jobs in the legal economy to members of the community. Because of the high proportion of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), Rome’s often undercapitalized entrepreneurs were also heavily hit by the economic crisis brought on by the pandemic, generating opportunities for mafias to buy up struggling firms at low cost. Such SMEs thus enable mafias to develop a capillary presence across the city which, with time, can foster social embeddedness.

A final element of attraction is an enduring sense of mistrust toward public institutions and the political establishment, especially in the traditionally neglected peripheries (De Masi, 2019). On one hand, that mistrust is fostered by widely known political corruption cases (such as Mafia Capitale); on the other, it is actively nurtured by the mafias, often by Page 205 →intercepting public resources to then create demand for their own services. Mafias thrive where they can successfully compete with the state and civil society for territorial recognition and control. One positive development in Rome in recent years has been the growing visibility of anti-mafia initiatives by the state and grassroots associations. Lazio is one of the regions with the highest number of assets confiscated from mafias and Rome represents the lion’s share of those (Riccardi et al., 2018).9 Many of these have been allocated to projects for the collective good, such as sports and cultural centers. The rise in judicial attention, thanks to the work of a dynamic group of public prosecutors in the last decade, sends a message that mafias can be weeded out and structurally undermined. The fact that no mafia has become hegemonic and that their geographic control is patchy is a weakness that civil society groups and the state can exploit by making their own territorial presence more visible. As the other chapters in this volume demonstrate, Rome has a flourishing civic life, where residents and associations mobilize to reduce socioeconomic need and compensate for some of the city’s governance voids. This capacity, however, needs to be actively encouraged and supported by local government through investments and network-building aiming to tackle the core inequalities in income and access to resources and social mobility that still plague the capital.

This chapter has shown that criminal activities cannot be separated from the social and economic environment in which they operate and whose opportunities and obstacles they respond to. Nevertheless, many of the developments traced here in relation to Rome are also symptomatic of the changing nature of organized crime internationally. As Holmes (2024) points out, many OCGs around the world are moving away from hierarchical structures and long-term memberships, embracing much more fluid and networked strategies. This involves a blurring of boundaries between different groupings and territories—producing alliances and tensions that move at much greater speed than before—as well as increased merging of legal and illegal businesses and actors. The case of Rome thus responds to growing calls for empirical data that bridges the unique urban contexts in which criminal groups are embedded with the powerful forces that influence activities at the national and transnational levels.




Notes


	1The law also defines two specific sub-categories: drug trafficking groups (Law 309/1990, Art. 74) and human trafficking ones (Art. 416, para 6, C.P.).

	2“Mafia-type unlawful association is said to exist when the participants take advantage of the intimidating power of the association and of the resulting conditions of submission and silence to commit criminal offences, to manage or in any way control, either directly or indirectly, economic activities, concessions, authorizations, public contracts and services, or to obtain unlawful profits or advantages for themselves or for any other persons, or with a view to prevent or limit the freedom to vote, or to get votes for themselves or for other persons on the occasion of an election” (Art. 416-bis, translation in Turone, 2007, 54).

	3A study of assets confiscated from mafias in Lazio reveals that ‘Ndrangheta has invested in a much wider array of business sectors than Camorra, among them information technology, insurance, and entertainment companies (Riccardi et al., 2018).

	4Assets confiscated from Camorra in Lazio are divided between the following sectors: 46.3% restaurants, 12.2% bars, 9.8% real estate, 7.3% construction, 3.7% storage and transportation, 3.7% retail (Riccardi et al., 2018).

	5The Supreme Court of Cassation confirmed Spada members as a mafia association in July 2023 and Casamonica in January 2024.

	6Roberto Spada’s attack on a TV crew in November 2017 (Roma Today, 2017) was interpreted by judges as use of mafia method. The following year, four Casamonica members assaulted another TV crew in July 2018 (Riccio, 2023).

	72.2 million Italian companies suspended their activities and many were later forced to close down permanently (Auriemma & Iannaccone, 2020; Orlando & Rodano, 2022). In Rome, for example, about 30% of shops in Borgo Pio, near the Vatican, were unable to reopen once the tourists returned (Trapani & Cavaliere, 2020).

	8See, for example, Marani (2019) and Di Corrado and Mozzetti (2023).

	9See also https://www.confiscatibene.it/mappa
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Chapter ten

Inspiring Others to Inspire Themselves

DIY Intervention and Youth Empowerment at the Ponte della Musica Skate Spot

Edoardo Guerzoni



Introduction

Skateboarding has come a long way since its early days in the sixties. Over the decades, the practice has gained traction worldwide, appearing on cable television networks and turning into a multimillion-dollar industry in the early part of the 21st century. Still, for skateboarders, it creates a sense of community among members that differs from place to place. This chapter draws from participant observation in Rome’s skateboarding community and from a chronological journey I took into the thirty-year social and urban history of local skateboarding groups, discovering how spatial exploration and urban alteration became a predominant practice. I investigate here how skateboarding reflects shared values of openness to different types of self-expression and cultures (Nardini, 2019)—multiethnic, non-binary, and genderless—and how these values are represented through do-it-yourself (DIY) activism.

Page 213 →The inherent nature of skateboarding, which uses natural and artificial objects as obstacles, has made it a silent agent in cities. Like other informal and alternative users of public space, skateboarders understand cities and spaces differently, primarily through the lens of performers. Thus, a bench is no longer just an object on which to rest, nor the handrail of a set of stairs just an aid for pedestrians. The ability to mold standard objects into obstacles makes skateboarders peculiar users. However, with this comes a negative public perception of skateboarding as detrimental to public space. This results in expulsions from spaces by the police. The streets and plazas where skateboarding is performed, the so-called spots, become hubs of an unregulated appropriation of space that sometimes accompany a physical alteration of the location, reflecting Chatterton’s (1999) descriptions of underground youth culture of late 1990s England.

In Rome—where spatial exploitation for mass tourism overlaps with the preservation of cultural heritage—skateboarding has found itself constrained within specific spots. This was true in the 1990s and 2000s, when the skateboarding community predominantly congregated in a few specific neighborhoods. There, skateboarders were visible to the general public and the police. This changed, though, with the discovery of a new empty spot underneath the Ponte della Musica (Bridge of Music) in the Flaminio neighborhood in north Rome. The empty area below the bridge offered a perfect environment to skate. The pavement was flat and the cement smooth, allowing better performance. This, added to the fact that the visibility of the space from the bridge above is limited, granted skateboarders privacy and safety. The only thing missing were the obstacles, but skaters gradually started a DIY campaign to build these themselves. I focus on this spatial appropriation of the Ponte della Musica site and the subsequent DIY interventions of the early 2010s. What began as a multiethnic core community of men has since expanded to include AFAB (assigned female at birth) and non-binary members through the development of two internal groups, Pontediy and ORA Skate, which have recently represented the Ponte della Musica skateboarding community in negotiations with city officials.

First, I briefly outline a body of literature which explores how skateboarding communities worldwide have fostered identity and empowerment, and how DIY activities have become a vehicle for such processes Page 214 →(Douglas, 2018; Beveridge & Koch, 2019). I then present a chronological account of Rome’s skateboarding from the 1990s onwards and its relationship to spatial appropriation and urban change. This is crucial to understand what led to the formation of the Ponte della Musica spot in the early 2010s. Finally, the chapter explores the current DIY movement and the two groups that formed as a result. In the process, it assesses the role of the skateboarders in the dynamics of urban regeneration in Rome and, particularly, their relations with the city council.


[image: Group of skaters under the “Ponte della Musica” bridge in Rome]
Figure 10.1.Skaters under Ponte della Musica, 2022. Photograph by the author.


Empirical data collection consisted of twenty-four interviews and four focus groups with skaters, as well as participation in several events organized by the two skate groups. The semi-structured interviews occurred both face-to-face and online and lasted around an hour each. Interviewees responded to a set of identical open questions and later were free to add and discuss any topics as they preferred, following what is defined as interpretative methodology (Babbie, 2020). In addition to the focus groups, I also attended four social events during 2023. The first was the 2023 Go-Skateboarding Day in June at Ponte della Musica, and two clean-up days organized in May and June. I joined the screening of a Page 215 →local skateboarding movie (Grato by skateboarder and video maker Satoru Monaco) in October 2023. Finally, I participated in six skate sessions with the community between March and July 2023, five of which occurred at Ponte della Musica, while one was an organized session around different spots in the city. During those sessions, my role was that of complete participant (Gold, 1958). It is important to note that I have been an active member of the skate community of Rome and participated in the creation of the skate spot under the Ponte della Musica.



The Role of Skateboarding in Youth Empowerment

In recent years, academic research has explored the theme of skateboarding through the lens of sport and youth culture in the Global North and South. Dixon’s (2011, 2014, 2016) extensive ethnography of Tokyo’s youth subcultures revealed the role of street skateboarding as a bodily practice for spatial exploration. Similarly, Costa et al. (2023) analyzed skateboarding as a primary tool for achieving individual resiliency and collective social capital in Brazilian favelas. The notion of self-expression and individuality has also been found in the Chinese skateboarding subculture, where adolescents define themselves as linglei: individual thinkers within a collectivist society (Drissel, 2012). Furthermore, skateboarding has been researched in relation to minority and gender empowerment across different cultural contexts. For example, Haerne’s (2014) study on youth within an Apache community in the United States highlighted the significance of skateboarding and filmmaking in reenacting customs and rediscovering the native past. Kulynych (2020) instead unpacks the role of women in skateboarding communities in Sweden, showing how they challenge the stereotype of gender fragility by embodying traits of physical and mental strength. In another study, female groups at a Swedish skatepark demonstrated agency and spatial visibility by moving from more peripheral areas of the skatepark to avoid male eyes to more central areas as empowerment grew (Bäckström & Nairn, 2018).

Skateboarders, by the very act of moving through space in the city, become users (Sharpe, 2013; Stratford, 2016). However, as their use of objects and space is unconventional and often moves away from intended Page 216 →purposes, they become informal spatial appropriators. They exemplify Lefebvre’s (1991) statement about social spaces being made from the imagination of the mind. Skateboarders know a priori how an urban space can be transformed for their own use. Everything is envisioned in the mind of the urban maker before it turns into reality. Like in Banham’s (2009) “Surfurbia” in post-WWII Los Angeles, the combination of a specific social group and a distinct urban fabric, made it possible to mold a very particular city area. A similar, somewhat limited, statement can be made about the skate group at Ponte della Musica, where the community found a fertile place to develop in the untouched spaces under a bridge.



Do-It-Yourself for Urban Spatial Appropriation

Depending on needs and circumstances, DIY actions for spatial appropriation range from urban guerrilla interventions to social gardening and, even more recently, to municipally sponsored tactical urbanism. Broadly speaking, DIY actors can be described as anti-professional urban solvers who seek to address urban challenges through pragmatic action. This implies that they maintain a bottom-up approach to urban planning in which they rely on their own forces, capabilities, and social capital to impact the urban context. Such an approach purposefully excludes both public administrations and private urban planning operators (Douglas, 2018; Finn & Douglas, 2019). It follows that DIY is an unauthorized yet intentional alteration of public space for one’s own (or community) interest and need. However, it remains unclear whether DIY should be considered a political action. For instance, Beveridge and Koch (2019) build upon Lefebvre’s (1991) conceptualization of action, social spaces, and the “right to the city” to argue that politicization occurs within DIY frameworks. Indeed, a political act is done by refusing to comply with urban regimes and regulations, while also producing urban spatial alternatives (Beveridge & Koch, 2019). Therefore, DIY channels political contestation through spatial alteration.

It is important to be critical about action, however. Although DIY has been historically associated with bottom-up and grassroots movements, recent research has noted that DIY-like tactics are also becoming elements of neoliberalism. For instance, Fabian and Samson (2016) claim that the Page 217 →creativity of DIY practices can potentially generate economic value. In the Global North especially, where cities compete for revenue and international capital, municipalities extract economic value out of DIY initiatives (Mayer, 2013; Tonkiss, 2013). The interventions are thereby depoliticized (Mould, 2014). Political and social value are eradicated, and what remains is a mere alternative urban aesthetic. This feeds a municipal-led gentrification agenda in which alternative uses are exploited for city growth. This is also critically explored within this chapter, as the DIY skate spot was initially demolished but later became part of a wider urban rejuvenation agenda by Rome City Council soon after the city was nominated to host the skateboarding qualifying competition ahead of the 2024 Olympics (Fava, 2022).



Thirty Years of Skating the City of Sampietrini

Skateboarding in Rome has not always been like the recent years of DIY action. During interviews, experienced skateboarders recalled that recent space-making trends in the local subculture were not a habit of the 1990s. In fact, according to community members, the skateboarding culture in Rome can be divided into three chronological segments. Those segments are not just related to different epochs, but rather they tell a story of a continuous effort for spatial appropriation. In the early 1990s, the community mostly moved around the central areas of the city. One famous spot was located alongside the Ara Pacis Museum. An even more iconic one was the Foro Italico pedestrian lane leading up to the Stadio Olimpico. The flat marble pavements, combined with rectangular marble mini steps, allowed skaters to turn the rigid fascist architecture into skateable obstacles without any spatial intervention. Further, the Pigorini National Museum of Prehistory and Ethnography, with its marble ledges in the fascist-built EUR neighborhood, became another go-to location. The key element of the 1990s was the exploitation of historical city architecture, especially that of the fascist era.

During the first decade of the 21st century, skateboarders started to move out of these renowned areas of monumental Rome and toward places that mixed skateable architecture with convenient amenities. One example is the Cipro underground station. The spot is located above the Page 218 →station, in a covered hallway, making it easily accessible at any time, even in rainy conditions. Although architecturally different from its predecessors, Cipro shared similar features such as rectangular marble benches. Also, Piazza Bainsizza, located just a few kilometers away from Cipro station, is in the center of a roundabout and is composed of a series of skater-friendly benches. It is known to the local skateboarders for the many expulsions by the police following complaints by nearby residents.


[image: A photograph of skaters in a plaza for a meet up in Rome]
Figure 10.2.Marble benches used by skaters in Piazza Bainsizza, 2016. Photograph by the author.


It should also be mentioned that Rome has two structured skateparks, although in peripheral areas of the city. The first one is located in the Ostia neighborhood and named “The Spot.” It was seized by the police in 2013 and caught fire in 2014 (Redazione Roma Online, 2014). Currently, the skatepark is open and skateboarding classes are held for children. Second, “Cinepark” is located near the Cinecittà film studios in the southern periphery and has been vandalized almost on a yearly basis (Nicolini & Grilli, 2022). Many of my interviewees reported that ready-made skateparks are less fascinating than skating in the streets of Rome. The challenge of adopting and reinventing objects is more enjoyable than the predetermined routes that a skatepark can offer.




The Discovery of Ponte della Musica

After twenty years of roaming around monuments and marbles of the past and the plazas and underground stations of the present, the core community of Roman skaters landed in their new home spot of Ponte della Musica. The bridge was officially inaugurated in 2011 after five years of construction work, and skateboarders moved in the following year. Originally, the community had a different composition than it does today. Participants were predominantly male and ranged between 15 and 30 years old, of both Italian and international origins (mostly Filipino and Latin American). Currently, there are essentially three typologies of skateboarders at Ponte della Musica. First, there are the older Italians who have been active since the 1990s and have brought knowledge of Rome and their social rituals. The second group is that of male adolescents from different origins who were already acquainted with the older members of the community and learned practices from them. Third are the beginners who represent a broader demographic: male, female, and non-binary of around 14 to 16 years old.

In addition to having a wider—although still predominantly male—composition and different understanding of skateboarding practices, the group that gelled together underneath the Ponte della Musica found a perfect space to skate, away from police and antagonist residents. The place was essentially just a lane of concrete. Indeed, the spatial composition—or rather its non-composition—is what attracted skateboarders to the location in the first place. Such a blank space, unclaimed by anyone before them, became, in their minds, a perfect environment to fashion a variety of skateable equipment. It was its future potential rather than its condition at the time that sparked the interest of the community. Skateboarders thus turned their role from space alterers, who transformed uses and made minor changes to the surroundings, to space makers: people who appropriate, rebuild, maintain, and manage unclaimed public or private spaces for their own needs and interests. This definition should not be confused with that of Granata (2020) which intends “placemakers” as a group of qualified individuals such as designers, urban planners, architects, and artists as the new creators of urban spaces. Broadly speaking, their initiatives remain within the rules of urban planning and are often sponsored by municipalities. As a result, they do not undertake informal activities.


[image: A mural marking the entrance to a passage under the “Ponte della Musica” bridge]
Figure 10.3.The entrance to the Ponte della Musica skate spot. Photograph by the author.


Page 220 →Page 221 →Starting from 2012, the community initiated a series of physical interventions to shape the area to their needs by adding improvised skate obstacles. A first major step in its transformation into a self-financed collectivity occurred in 2014 as members collected money to begin their DIY campaign. This heralded the first attempt to redesign the overall look of the area, adding three skateboarding ledges (long and short rectangular objects), a quarter pipe (a small ramp), and a handrail. These improvements occurred incrementally, with skateboarders collecting money over various phases between 2014 and 2016 to build structures. The community also started to claim objects from streets such as fences, traffic signals, and small traffic poles that could be fixed to the ground and skated. Fundraising allowed members to buy cement bags and other specific materials, while scrap parts from construction sites added the rest.


We saw an inclined pole in Piazza San Cosimato (Trastevere), so we decided to go there at night and remove it from the sampietrini and bring it to Ponte. We basically dug a hole and cemented it to the ground so we could skate it that day (Interview with Francesco, May 2023). 1





Political Empowerment Through Site Management

The DIY community at Ponte della Musica adds another layer to what Finn and Douglas (2019) define as urban problem solvers without a structured political hierarchy or a predefined agenda. It is indeed true that until very recently the group did not have a leadership or an organizational structure beyond a WhatsApp group chat. The skateboarding group was nevertheless able to run the spot effectively and deal with other interlocutors and authorities. We may consequently define the Ponte dell Musica DIY movement as a Manage-It-Yourself (MIY) scenario in which members not only solved their own urban problems, but also made the area resilient over time, upgrading it to continually improve the quality of the structures and manage opposing urban forces.

In fact, management issues repeatedly arose at Ponte della Musica. As the group acquired increasing numbers of participants (still predominantly male, with some female newcomers) and improved its capacity Page 222 →to manufacture skate objects, demolitions and incursions by the police began to occur. Martino, one of the most established members, recalled that prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, plainclothes police officers would come to Ponte della Musica and perform random drug searches on skateboarders. The group often opposed the police, which sought to prevent skating in the area. During focus groups, skateboarders said that with time the municipality, as well as the neighborhood committee of Flaminio, began to understand the potential of the area as a cultural hub, yet skateboarders were still seen negatively (Gargaglia, 2018). They recognized the importance of the once unused space. Consequently, the municipio (local borough council) began to organize small outdoor fairs which took place during summers. However, to do so, they kept demolishing the skaters’ obstacles.

The group nevertheless resisted and rebuilt the structures. The Covid-19 pandemic further boosted the popularity of the community among local residents. Because jurisdiction over the area was blurred, the municipality never attempted to prevent access during the 2020 lockdown. People were thus able to meet there in violation of the Covid restrictions, when other areas were much more heavily policed. As a result, the spot remained alive, which led to an increased number of new, younger members. Youngsters saw the area as one of the few places to free themselves from official constraints.



The Ponte della Musica Community: Pontediy

During the pandemic, two groups began to organize: Pontediy and ORA Skate. Pontediy is composed of older members with DIY expertise as well as younger arrivals. The group financed the constructions through selling fanzines, photographic prints, and fine arts created by some of its members. Although the motivation was the same of previous years—improving the spot for better skating—Pontediy developed a more formalized organizational structure, a strong network of social capital and mutual help, and a sounder advocacy of spatial appropriation as Ponte della Musica became the most famous skating spot in Rome. The area also gained international recognition as a skate hub in Europe. During interviews, it emerged that Ponte della Musica had become much more Page 223 →than just a spot, as Piazza Bainsizza or the underground station of Cipro had been in the past. The self-construction of objects meant something special for members. “Ponte is our collective space, we found a home after years of being in the streets,” one skater recalled. Most notably, an older skater saw the group as an opportunity to pass down knowledge to newer generations of Rome’s skaters: “If the Ponte is here after 10 years…I mean, if you are here to speak about it, it means that there are people that care about it and that keep it alive because it had an impact on someone’s life” (Mario, June 2023).

Empowerment is crucial. Almost all male and female members interviewed described themselves as outcasts at a certain point of their adolescent life. They described skateboarding as a way of expressing their individuality within a group of people who accepted any new member willing to take part in the activities run at Ponte della Musica. Some viewed the appropriation of spaces as a survivalist act. The reason for this strong definition lies in the difficulties of skating in the streets of Rome due to its poor road conditions and a conceptualization of architectural heritage that, in the minds of the broader citizenship, frames skating as destructive to local history. Therefore, the spatial relationship with the bridge is not only practical but moves within deeper links of collective empowerment: strangers who become allies against a city which, until recently, repressed skateboarding.

During the summer of 2022, the biggest construction day occurred at Ponte della Musica and saw the participation of more than 20 people, including the ORA Skate group, 7Hills (a local skate shop), and younger members. The day started at 5 a.m. at a nearby bar, where older members bought coffee and croissants for everybody who joined. At 6 a.m. cement was laid down and communications were sent out asking people not to use the new objects until the concrete was dry. During one of my observation sessions, I interviewed two young men from Rieti who occasionally organize trips to Rome to skate at Ponte della Musica. It emerged that non-local skaters were very keen to practice there, rather than in their local spot, due to the atmosphere of the place. Although skateboarding is performed individually, people at Ponte della Musica find a social space: a mix of friends and strangers each sharing the same interest for a place they have shaped for themselves. “People are attached to the place here. Page 224 →If you are struggling, people come to give you tips even though they don’t know you.” (Antonio, June 2023)

Furthermore, social capital is strong among the Pontediy group and the broader community. Communities with high levels of social capital enjoy higher equality among members (Putnam, 1993), as well as trust, solidarity, and tolerance among participants. Social capital also underpins complex forms of cooperation and associationism. Indeed, the Ponte della Musica community has links with skate shops, bars, occupied social centers, and artists who were skaters during their youth. Such connections have allowed the community to expand. Almost all events are sponsored by the 7Hills skate shop, which not only helped the group in running activities and donated money for new constructions, but also hired unemployed members. Moreover, local artists designed graphics for shirts sold during fundraisings, while bars and cinemas welcomed the group for screenings of skate videos produced by members.

As Pontediy acquired more political consciousness, it got in touch with Rome’s City Councillor for Youth, Sport, and Cultural Promotion in the spring of 2021. An online meeting was held, during which the skaters requested that the city council intervene as the spot had started to degrade during the pandemic. They asked for running water, lighting, and intervention of the municipal street cleaning and waste collection company, AMA. However, the group’s request was met with administrative formalism. Indeed, the city council responded that the legal responsibility for the passage underneath the bridge was unclear and that AMA could not carry out cleaning operations there as it was outside their “jurisdictional pathways.” It emerged that the company’s cleaning trucks have predefined routes, and thus every piece of trash that is outside of those itineraries is not the company’s responsibility, an interviewee stated. Regulations were a way for the city administration to avoid taking care of the area and discourage the group from continuing their activities at the spot.

In late 2022, external construction work started in the areas on either side of the skate spot. It was eventually revealed that the works were sponsored by Poste Italiane, which owned the two spaces and had left them in a state of abandonment until that moment. The plan was to develop a sport village and children’s park for company employees (Valeri, 2022). Skaters mobilized together with neighborhood residents, declaring the act a Page 225 →“privatization of the area.” Their protests were against what was planned: a private park not open to the general public. In April 2023, a meeting took place between the city council, the Flaminio neighborhood committee, residents, and skaters. This time around, the municipality acknowledged the presence of the community, stating that no demolition of skate objects would occur, and that the community should be preserved. They were also asked to form an official association to take on management responsibilities of the spot. However, members declined, saying that formalization would lead to a heavier intrusion of third parties into the management of the spot and a way to regulate activities (Valeri, 2023).


[image: Skate objects built by a skate group under the “Ponte della Musica” bridge in Rome]
Figure 10.4.Some of the latest objects built at the spot in 2022–2023 by Pontediy and ORA Skate. Photograph by the author.




The Ponte della Musica Community: ORA Skate

ORA Skate is the second group that originated at Ponte della Musica in early 2022 as a collective of AFAB and queer skateboarders in Rome. Ages vary from 16 to 22 years old. The main objective is to provide a safe Page 226 →space—both physically and psychologically—to women and queer people within the community. The reason, members explained during interviews and focus group discussions, is that Ponte della Musica is a deeply masculine space. Although there is a high degree of openness toward non-male members, men retain power over the spot. For example, a woman who actively participated in organizing the main construction day in 2022 stated that she was never recognized by the community or Pontediy hierarchy as one of the organizers. Although previous generations always took an open stance toward any individual, as liberty of self-expression was a core value at Ponte della Musica, the spot remained a predominantly male, cis space. ORA Skate members said that older males were generally the most open. In contrast, male adolescents were deemed more aggressive toward non-male members. This aggressiveness, alongside more experienced skating techniques, made female and queer skaters feel sidelined during communal DIY activities. Schippers (2002), defines these types of interactions as interactive gender maneuvering, meaning the practice of reestablishing masculinity during brief situational interactions, even in open contexts and subcultures. Even during regular skate sessions, male skaters occupied the best objects, leaving marginal areas to ORA Skate members. Although spatial segregation was not actively pursued, skills remained a barrier to entry. As one interviewee explained, “space at Ponte della Musica is segregated unless you are with males. It feels divided by class, ethnicity. If this does not happen, it is because you compensate with your tricks” (Anna, June 2023). In the Swedish skateboarding subculture, Bäckström (2013) noticed that female skate groups used capabilities as a way to establish a female presence within a predominantly male skate subculture. However, acceptance through skills does not translate into an acknowledgment a priori—or as part of a set of values—but rather it is based on a woman’s ability to perform tricks. Hence, unskilled female skaters would still be subject to social exclusion within communities.

ORA Skate has been able to set an agenda which recognizes female and queer members as oppressed in an environment which defines itself as open and has thus made skateboarding more inclusive by equalizing the space to all members. Different to Finn and Douglas (2019), who deem the practices as non-political, the community took on a more Page 227 →political connotation with the advent of Pontediy and ORA Skate. Indeed, in later years the group actively pursued an agenda of being recognized by the city council. Moreover, within the community itself, ORA Skate pushed the boundaries toward a more inclusive and non-male-centric approach.



Concluding Remarks

Ponte della Musica provides a relational understanding of space. Space is the fabric through which connections are created, and empowerment among people is generated. Indeed, the community that for years moved from one place to another to skate, found in the open area underneath the bridge a place where an improvised skatepark could be constructed. Prior to its arrival, the area was empty and abandoned. It follows that spaces exist in as much as people exercise a generative force in them. If social spaces are those where objects are created and where a productive force is expressed (Lefebvre, 1991), then Ponte della Musica shows that once a social and spatial presence is established it must also be reinforced over time as opposing forces can undermine achievements. The group understood this, as reconstructions occurred after each demolition. It is for this reason that the chapter proposes a broader understanding of DIY spaces which not only includes premeditation and fabrication, but also management as a pivotal practice which allows spaces to continue existing, namely Manage-It-Yourself (MIY) urbanism.

When space is appropriated through DIY with the intent of transforming the urban fabric for alternative uses (Douglas, 2018), it can still be exclusionary toward certain people for whom the space was intended. ORA Skate raised the necessity of establishing an alternative understanding of the spot because the locations of objects dictated rules and roles, even though this was not the intention of the original makers. The result was that, for those who joined the group later such as AFAB members, the spot had a predetermined hierarchy of use, given that most obstacles were meant for more advanced skaters, while beginners had to settle for peripheral areas. In this sense, capabilities became a barrier against full participation within the community.

Page 228 →The idea of MIY reveals a new understanding of DIY practices. Indeed, once the doing has been done, management activities must be carried out to maintain and ensure the upkeep of the area as it has been arranged by the makers. For Ponte della Musica, management increased the bonds and social capital of the group, while also empowering individuals. The youth literature presented in the chapter describes skateboarding as a choral social practice that allows individuals to express their own individuality. In the case of Ponte della Musica, freedom of self-expression shifted over time toward a sense of empowerment, both horizontally among members and vertically toward the municipality. The creation of the Pontediy collective encouraged the community to constantly improve the skate spot and begin a serious management plan. Pontediy became the voice through which claims to Rome City Council were made. Furthermore, ORA Skate addressed the community’s tendency to be too masculine and performance oriented. Hence, it strove to integrate women and queer skaters within the larger group while also empowering those members during collective activities. A decade since Ponte della Musica established itself as a social space, it continues to grow, empowering members to challenge urban norms while also addressing critical social and gender-related issues within its collectivity.

Although focused on a very specific case, this research highlights the capacity of a small group of people to establish their own space, in terms of borders and built environment. In doing so, the long-standing actions of Ponte della Musica deviate from the neoliberal top-down approach to urban practices in the Global North, which channel subcultures and creativity as a tool for urban regeneration and gentrification (Boswell et al., 2024). Often, DIY is rephrased as tactical urbanism by governments and urban stakeholders, utilizing urban creativity and grassroots ideals to promote new urban schemes with the potential to gentrify areas, ultimately leading to a one-dimensional narration of city living. Contrary to bottom-up DIY movements, such cases represent a capitalist driven urban strategy which finds ways of using nonprofit creative activities to achieve subtle urban exploitation. In this framework, Ponte della Musica stayed firm, denying the municipality’s request that they become a formal association to gain permission to use the area and consequently morph into a government-approved community. As this dynamic has become Page 229 →common practice in many neoliberal societies, it calls for further analysis of the socio-political reasons underpinning the leverage of grassroots DIY for top-down urban requalification schemes and a broader study of the mechanics by which current neoliberal urbanism is absorbing formerly antithetic activities.



Note


	1All names used here are pseudonyms to protect the interviewees’ privacy.
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Chapter Eleven

The Geography of Mutual Aid in Contemporary Rome

The Experience of Nonna Roma

Raffaella Coletti and Andrea Simone



Rome in a Time of Multiple Crises

Rome is increasingly a city of inequalities and social injustice. In an era of multiple crises that started in 2008, Rome is witnessing a growing polarization of wealth. Statistics reveal that incomes in the central neighborhoods are three times higher than those in other parts of the city, such as eastern Rome. In 2021, the average income for someone living in the Parioli neighborhood (city center) was €72,038, compared to €18,970 for a resident in Tor Bella Monaca (eastern Rome). Other indicators exhibit a tendency to cluster, spatially aligning with the income trend. For instance, the share of the population with higher education attainment in 2019 in Tor Bella Monaca was 8%, which is five times lower than in Parioli (42.3%). Even the Human Development Index across the city shows highly different values, ranging for the same year from 0.46 in eastern Rome to 0.81 in the city center. This results in a progressive fragmentation between those who live in one kind of city and those who live in another, with cumulative effects over time.1

Page 233 →The polarization of wealth occurs at different scales, even at the suburban level. Eastern Rome, again, notably exemplifies this trend, further diverging into two different types of city: one is a compact, densely populated urban zone closer to the center, retaining some aspects of its working-class identity and exhibiting social and economic vitality. The other (and outer) one represents a city marked by social hardship, characterized by sociodemographic values consistently below average.

At the same time, contemporary Rome is a city of conflict and antagonism (Mattioli, 2019). There is a long tradition of activism in the city, which, after 2008, has progressively translated into experiences of mutualism and solidarity following the increase in territorial and social disparities. With respect to different forms of assistance and aid, mutualism ideally implies a mutual benefit for all the people involved. As a first step, associations pursuing mutualism are keen to build relationships on an equal footing, blurring the boundaries between assistance “providers” and “beneficiaries.” Consequently, new formulas of collective initiative have emerged, based on the sharing of spaces, practices, and resources. Scholars broadly refer to these initiatives as “direct social actions” as they disintermediate traditional collective action by providing a tangible response to an immediate need (food, education, social support, etc.). In 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic further stimulated the role of associations and mutual aid in Rome and worldwide, to respond to the unprecedented health, economic, and social crisis, and several studies have investigated the impact of Covid-19 on mutualism in many ways (see, among others, Fernandes-Jesus et al., 2021; O’Dwyer et al., 2022; Pleyers, 2020; Mould et al., 2022; Sciurba, 2022; Tiratelli & Kaye, 2020). However, the socio-spatial dimension is rarely taken into account in these analyses.

In this chapter we try to fill this gap by focusing on the territorial dimension of mutualism and aid. To that end, we will explore the evolution of mutualism in the city of Rome from a geographical point of view, through a case study focused on the association Nonna Roma before, during, and after the pandemic. Created in the neighborhood of Villa Gordiani in eastern Rome in 2017 as a food bank aimed at also supporting beneficiaries in processes of socio-occupational reintegration, Nonna Roma has undergone a process of thematic diversification, network creation, and geographical expansion, which dramatically accelerated Page 234 →with the pandemic. In retracing this process, the chapter will examine five critical dimensions of the experience of the association: 1) the relationship with physical spaces; 2) the ability to activate mutualism with beneficiaries; and the relationship with 3) institutions, 4) citizens, and 5) other associations. All of these dimensions will be analyzed emphasizing the role of spaces and territory in the ongoing processes. The case study is based on secondary sources and interviews with activists and other stakeholders;2 some quotations in the interviews are anonymized and paraphrased (from int. 1 to int. 4). Moreover, the approach includes autoethnographic accounts, as we both actively contribute to the association, each bringing a unique “insider” perspective to the table (see, among others, Bukamal, 2022; Daniele, 2020; Pedrini, 2023). This diverse engagement provides us with a nuanced and privileged understanding of the ongoing dynamics within the organization.

By analyzing the evolution of the relational and territorial geography of Nonna Roma, and by exploring its level of territorial embeddedness, our aim is to illustrate the crucial contribution of geography to the study of mutualism, as well as to provide an insight into social and economic inequalities in contemporary Rome and strategies to cope with them.



Growing Inequalities and Re-materialization of Social Commitment

In the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis, new forms of grassroots initiatives have emerged to address the increase in poverty and social marginalization. While adopting diverse forms and approaches, the underlying theme of these “direct social actions” (Bosi & Zamponi, 2019) appears to be the restoration of a sense of community in response to the social disintegration brought about by the crisis. However, in the Italian context, these initiatives are not solely reactive responses to an emergency; they are deeply rooted in a long-standing tradition of political ideologies and mutualistic practices. This tradition finds its origins in social Catholicism and the late 19th century socialist workers’ movement. On the one hand, Catholic organizations, such as Compagnia delle Opere and Caritas, have been actively involved in assisting the most vulnerable (Baglioni et al., 2017; Bergamaschi & Castrignanò, 2011; Musarò, 2011). Page 235 →On the other, forms of democratic solidarity mutualism (Fanelli, 2014) have historically thrived in experiences like “le case del popolo” or ARCI (Italian Recreative and Cultural Association). These entities, historically, form the backbone of Italian civil society.

At the same time, new experiments with collective initiatives have emerged in recent years (mainly in large metropolitan cities), which have as their distinctive element the sharing of spaces and resources without the mediation of political organizations or institutional figures (Linebaugh, 2008). These initiatives draw inspiration from a robust do-it-yourself ethos (Bresnihan & Byrne, 2015), manifesting in endeavors like coworking ventures, housing cooperatives, urban reclamation movements, and other expressions of active citizenship (see also Chapters 10 and 12, this volume). They aim to revolutionize access to space, diverging significantly from conventional associative structures, operating without formal organizational hierarchies. Referred to broadly as “urban commoning” (Linebaugh, 2008; Bresnihan & Byrne, 2015; Huron, 2015), these practices intersect only partially with squatting movements and other forms of social mobilization prevalent in Europe since the 1980s. They stand in open contestation with the commodification of the city, property rent, and the financialization of settlement processes (Caciagli, 2022) and constitute a fundamental social infrastructure in many European cities, including Rome (Celata et al., 2021). What sets urban commoning apart from both mutual-solidarity organizations and occupation practices is its nuanced political and ethical orientation (Mayer, 2013), which mitigates ideological and identity-based fervor, enabling urban commoning initiatives to meet the demand for involvement of individuals otherwise detached from such movements.

The range of actors involved in these practices contributes to redefining the boundaries and operational domains linked to the collective management of resources. However, the mutualistic approach does not characterize all these experiences equally: it fluctuates between the charitable approach adopted by the majority of Catholic organizations (which exhibit a lower level of mutualism) and the radical action of self-managed social centers (Mould et al., 2022). Upon closer examination, this diverse spectrum of actors extends beyond the prevalent narrative of a “resilient” society adopting “do-it-yourself” practices within challenging contexts Page 236 →(Bosi & Zamponi, 2019). Instead, it illustrates a robust and well-organized civil society deeply rooted in enduring political and social traditions.

But what has changed in recent years? First, the recessionary economic cycle that began in 2008 has led to a significant increase in poverty and has also contributed to the downsizing of public-driven local welfare provision (Ciarini, 2020), in a tragically self-feeding dynamic. Therefore, never has there been such an urgent need to provide an answer to the material needs of the population that have been gradually going unmet due to the inefficiency, underfunding, and atomization of social policies. Various social actors have found themselves managing a growing demand for access to welfare services at a level that exceeds the dimension of horizontal subsidiarity and transcends into substitution. This delegation mechanism is problematic not merely because it reinforces a situation where the state struggles to address unmet needs, but also because it creates the conditions for the emergence of self-interest among these social actors, overshadowing their commitment to public welfare (Marcon, 2004). This is a specific contradiction of this new course of collective action.

Second, a range of subjects, varying in organizational structure, have moved toward a progressive materialization of their social action. They are supplementing their institutional activities with novel initiatives aimed at directly addressing the immediate needs of the communities they serve (food banks, social clinics, after-school programs, community gyms, etc.) (Celata et al., 2021). This shift extends across associations and political parties, spanning from the popular purchasing groups (GAP (Gruppi di acquisto solidale)) by left-wing movements to the free distribution initiatives organized by the right-wing party Fratelli d’Italia. Additionally, “other” subjects including cultural associations, recreational clubs, and sports organizations are taking part in this transformation, albeit traditionally focused on other pursuits. This reconfiguration fosters the cultivation of new neighborhood connections and contributes to articulating a different discourse of the city (Cellamare, 2019).

This transformation of the social fabric is ongoing and has seen a significant surge during the pandemic crisis (Zamponi, 2023). The widespread impact of the virus and the stringent measures in response have accelerated a dual process: a notable rise in impoverishment among large segments of the population and a simultaneous reconfiguration of social Page 237 →entities around addressing these needs (see also Chapter 6, this volume). However, the identities and spatialities of these actors are still “in transition.” In this context, the pandemic offered an invaluable opportunity to study how crises reshape societal dynamics in terms of objectives and geographies, amplifying the role of traditional actors while fostering the emergence of new subjectivities (Simone & Coletti, 2023a). Many questions and scenarios are still open: what elements have determined the intensification of these phenomena? With what short-term and long-term effects? What forms of recognition and/or re-appropriation of urban space do they relate to (Huron, 2015)? Are they temporary experiences or do they configure a permanent evolution?

The debate surrounding collective action at an urban scale and its reconfiguration within a mutualistic framework intersects with key discussions on social justice (Williams & May, 2022), post-state geographies (Ince & Barrera de la Torre, 2016), and anti-capitalism (Nelson, 2020). The pandemic has provided the cue for analyses that have investigated the growth in relevance of mutualism during the crisis (Pleyers, 2020), focusing on future scenarios (Fernandes-Jesus et al., 2021; CSV Bergamo, 2022; Tiratelli & Kaye, 2020) and delving into the role of mutualism in relation to public intervention, notably within urban spaces (Mould et al., 2022; Sciurba, 2022; O’Dwyer et al., 2022). However, an aspect often neglected in this literature is the analysis of the socio-spatial determinants and effects of these transformation processes. It is precisely these elements that constitute the main contribution of this work, with reference to relational and territorial geographies.



The Experience of Nonna Roma


Before the Pandemic (2017–2019)

Nonna Roma3 is a volunteer organization founded in 2017 that aims to fight poverty and inequality in Rome by offering tangible services. First and foremost, Nonna Roma opened a food bank in the Villa Gordiani neighborhood, in eastern Rome, collecting and donating food to those in need. But from the beginning, it also addressed other issues. Among its many initiatives, it opened a popular after-school program, Page 238 →a legal assistance office, and fostered a social entrepreneurship program that allowed unemployed individuals to open and manage their own businesses.4

Like many beginnings, there was something serendipitous about the origin of Nonna Roma, and one important element of that was its geographical location, which offered unique opportunities. On the one hand, following the gentrification of recent years, this area is home to a young, dynamic population of students and young professionals, many with a history of activism during their university years. On the other hand, as we have seen, there is a portion of the population experiencing increasing poverty. This particular geography brought together capabilities and needs, leading to the birth of the initiative. The founders were not standing up for a neighborhood in which they were born or grew up; instead, they were standing up for a community they arrived to from outside. None of the founders were born or raised in eastern Rome. Some of them already knew each other because they had been involved in student unions, but they lived in other parts of the city or Italy. Then, some moved to the Pigneto area, near Villa Gordiani, because it is close to the main university campus and rents were lower than those in other student areas like San Lorenzo (at the time). One group opened a cultural association called Sparwasser,5 also in Pigneto. Gradually, these settlement dynamics acted as attractors. Other people moved to the area, and many of them bought houses, progressively embedding themselves in the neighborhood. According to one of the activists: “Associationism is a big part of my life that is based in this quadrant of the city, and it conditions my life choices from the point of view of location” (int. 1).

From the very beginning, Nonna Roma was very much rooted in the neighborhood, willing to contribute to alleviating the problems of the most deprived population. The volunteer base was small, but very cohesive. Also, a few tight collaborations, particularly with ARCI and CGIL (Federation of Italian Trade Unions), played a crucial role in ensuring economic sustainability and active support for the project. Regarding the relationship with beneficiaries, mutualism was initially lacking and the dynamic was of a “top-down” kind, characterized by a clear flow of aid from the association to those in need. However, as one of the founders stated:


Page 239 →From the beginning there was the intention to create a community in which previous experiences were reset, and to share a relationship based on an equal footing among volunteers and users (int. 2).



From an institutional point of view, Nonna Roma immediately started to establish good communication with local public administrations, initiating a relationship of subsidiarity that strengthened over time. In particular, the offices for social welfare of the Municipio V6 offered an essential contribution in identifying the first group of beneficiaries of the association.

Initially, Nonna Roma did not have a fixed headquarters; it wandered from one place to another in eastern Rome, in some cases also squatting spaces, which is a relatively unusual practice for solidarity organizations. The lack of permanent headquarters—an issue that was only solved during the pandemic crisis, as we shall explore below—somehow limited the possibility for the association to become visible to citizens, and prevented Nonna Roma from developing meaningful territorial ties.

However, already in 2019 the experience of Nonna Roma started to multiply: in that year, two local associations based in the Municipio I (city center) and Municipio III decided to affiliate with Nonna Roma, in order to replicate the association’s model for the distribution of food in different areas of the city. The network’s expansion was significantly propelled by Nonna Roma becoming a local partner of the Banco Alimentare Nazionale, an entity responsible for distributing food provisions from the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived. The emergence of these “territorial nodes” (as they are called within the Nonna Roma organization) represents a first important geographic expansion of the association; one that accelerated dramatically with the pandemic.



During the Pandemic (2020–2021)

The pandemic, and above all the lockdowns that followed, had a major impact on associationism, in Rome as in other cities (Chevée, 2022; Lachowicz & Donaghey, 2022; Simone & Coletti, 2023a). The emergence of new needs, as well as the impossibility for many associations to carry out their traditional activities, led to a renewal of practices and Page 240 →alliances. In the case of Nonna Roma, the keyword that best describes what occurred during 2020 is probably that of “expansion.” First of all, the number of families that were helped with the provision of food during the pandemic reached 9,720 in December 2020 (from 310 in February 2020). Many families turned to Nonna Roma through word of mouth, and in this emergency phase the association did not deny anyone its help. The expansion was not only about the number of families, but also about their geographical distribution in the city. While Nonna Roma had been directly active exclusively in eastern Rome up to 2020, during the pandemic food parcels were delivered across the city.

The expansion of the activities was also possible due to the parallel growth of the volunteer base, which reached a peak of 250 active volunteers on a weekly basis, five times more than the pre-pandemic average. The lockdowns imposed changes of habits and in many cases also left people with much more free time than usual; moreover, the emotional wave following the pandemic prompted many people to look for ways to be of help to those in precarious situations. The ranks of volunteers were also swelled by those activists who, prior to the pandemic, devoted their energies to different causes, and who redirected their efforts toward the distribution of safety equipment (gloves, masks, disinfectants) and food during the first lockdown (Simone & Coletti, 2023b).

At the same time, Nonna Roma went through a process that we can define as “thematic” expansion, including activities such as organizing free Covid tests for those in need; providing accommodation for the homeless (Lo Mele, 2021); and distributing electronic devices to families to enable distance learning. In order to pursue all of these activities, Nonna Roma strengthened its ties with other grassroots associations and local institutions, and in some cases created new ones.

Other activities were more political in nature, such as a campaign targeted at Rome’s city government to urge the distribution of spending vouchers made available by the national government and managed at the municipal level (Figure 11.1 shows activists protesting in Piazza del Campidoglio, the seat of Rome City Council). While the relationship with Rome’s administration might be defined as confrontational, during the pandemic stronger ties were created between Nonna Roma and the municipalities. Of particular relevance was an agreement established with Page 241 →Municipio V, which involved the allocation of a disused warehouse owned by the municipal administration in Viale Palmiro Togliatti, at the border between the Centocelle and Quarticciolo neighborhoods. From the onset of the pandemic, this space became the primary headquarters of the association. It serves as a storage facility for all the food distributed throughout the city via the local nodes, and also hosts some of the association’s key activities.


[image: Activists protesting outside Rome’s City Council in Piazza del Campidoglio, holding empty fruit boxes as a symbolic representation of the urgent need for change]
Figure 11.1.Activists protesting in Piazza del Campidoglio, Rome, 23 May 2020. Copyright owned by author.


The expansion of Nonna Roma along the different lines described above contributed to making the association more visible at multiple levels. Other associations in the city decided to affiliate with Nonna Roma, multiplying its territorial nodes, with the same procedure as those in Municipio I and Municipio III outlined in the previous section. Thanks to a collaboration with the association TorPiùBella, the node of Tor Bella Monaca (Municipio VI) was opened; the node of Primavalle (Municipio VI) was established with a group of activists from the association Ex Lavanderia; and last, in partnership with the association Officine Civiche, a project for a mobile food bank was initiated in the Castelli Romani area.

The establishment of permanent headquarters allowed for the opening of a community pantry in 2021.7 From then on, beneficiaries were able Page 242 →to visit the pantry instead of receiving a food parcel. The physical base deeply affected the association’s relationship with beneficiaries and with the neighborhood more generally, as is discussed further in the following subsection. As one interviewee expressed it: “Physical spaces are crucial. For both users and volunteers to have a place to go is crucial. Without space there is no community” (int. 3).



After the Acute Phase of the Pandemic (2022–2023)

With the end of the critical phase of the pandemic, some processes—within Nonna Roma, as elsewhere—reverted to a pre-pandemic situation. In particular, the number of volunteers diminished, and Nonna Roma’s activities went back to being predominantly focused on the eastern neighborhood. However, some changes were deep and structural, and affected the post-pandemic life of the association. First of all, the headquarters of Via Palmiro Togliatti seemed to make Nonna Roma more visible and recognizable for local citizens: “We are part of the territory. We cannot go to get coffee without being stopped on our way (…). We are a point of reference for the people living in this territory” (int. 3).

Moreover, the Palmiro Togliatti office paved the way for new relationships within the association, as it offered a place to spend time together, develop ideas, and offer reciprocal support. Beneficiaries started to be increasingly involved in the management and distribution activities, allowing for the definition of embryonic forms of genuine mutualism. The community around Nonna Roma grew in number and in complexity, with different kinds of bonds and variable levels of intensity:


When we started actively trying to get help from the users, the quality of social intervention improved and the sense of community started to become clearer (int. 2).

I am appreciated and that makes me feel part of a community. It makes me happy to lend a hand to people who can’t make it, and I want to make up for what I did wrong in life (int. 4).



At the same time, the geographical expansion of the association, in the form of territorial nodes around the city, increased further: three Page 243 →new nodes opened in the neighborhoods of San Lorenzo (Municipio II), Bastogi (Municipio XIII) and Esquilino (Municipio I). The relationship with the relevant municipalities continued to be productive; however, the political struggles of the association upscaled, moving from the conflictual relationship with Rome City Council experienced during the pandemic period, to the national scale. Nonna Roma was indeed one of the promoters of a national campaign in defense of the basic income8 (see Figure 11.2), heavily reformed by the new Italian government elected in September 2022. The political engagement of the association was again based on very concrete problems, and in particular on its direct contact with many beneficiaries of the basic income.


[image: Protest march along a street in the city center of Rome]
Figure 11.2.National protest march in defense of the “Reddito di Cittadinanza,” Rome, 27 May 2023. Copyright owned by author.



The thing I like about Nonna Roma is that we start with the demands from the people experiencing the needs, and from there we build the political claims, after doing concrete things. Forcing us to question things from the point of view of those who have certain needs, is doing politics (int. 3).

Concrete help and the political dimension travel together. The problems that are already there are taken to another level (int. 4).



Page 244 →The campaign for maintaining the basic income provisions also sheds light on the relationships that Nonna Roma shares with other associations in the post-pandemic phase: the bonds with activists located in the eastern neighborhood, in other parts of the city or even beyond its borders have become increasingly important, combined with a constant attention to local residents and their needs.




Conclusions

Rome is a city of growing inequalities. However, new social realities are emerging in the cracks that neoliberalism is opening up within the city: Nonna Roma represents one of those. The experience of Nonna Roma can be interpreted in light of a global rise in activism and social mobilization in response to the different crises that have affected the world in the last decades, in particular in a context of reduced public services. Commitment and social innovations were further required from 2020, as a result of the pandemic experience, which exposed all the limits of the atomization and isolation of capitalist societies. Against this background, we are interested in putting the geographic and territorial dimension of activism under the spotlight: a focus which has rarely been adopted in the vast amount of literature on the emerging practices of mutualism and solidarity. By analyzing the evolution of the experience of Nonna Roma, this chapter has identified a number of elements that deserve further analysis, and that we will try to summarize as follows:

First, in our case study, the particular characteristics of the area, which contains contradictions and inequalities along with social engagement and capacities, have stimulated the emergence of new forms of intervention. Activists feel a strong sense of belonging in the area, which does not derive from their origins, but from the socio-political project they share, which specifically targets social injustices and aims to create new forms of community. The “embeddedness” of activists is kept as a model and is replicated in the expansion of the association, through the affiliation of several territorial nodes. Each of the nodes is indeed formed by local associations that intervene in their own territory.

Second, the importance of physical spaces has emerged as critical. Not only does the community pantry in Via Palmiro Togliatti allow for Page 245 →beneficiaries to choose products, instead of receiving a food parcel prepared by others, but, most importantly, the headquarters has become a place where people can spend time together, meeting, discussing, or even just enjoying human contact. Physical space was the pre-condition for defining some forms of genuine mutualism, enlarging the community built around Nonna Roma. Moreover, the headquarters also made the association visible and recognizable for the wider population: a reference point in a deprived and problematic territory.

Third, like territories, networks too played a crucial role in the evolution of the association. From the very beginning, Nonna Roma has developed and nurtured relations with different associations, within and outside the territory of eastern Rome, active locally or at different scales, including nationally. The contribution of networks to the success of Nonna Roma lies, in particular, in the wider dimension they offer, allowing the association to connect very local problems with struggles ongoing at the city level or even the national level. This perspective translates into the efforts of Nonna Roma not only to address everyday problems of local residents, but also to engage in national campaigns (such as the already mentioned one in defense of the basic income) or to produce knowledge on crucial topics related to poverty in the city (Borlizzi et al., 2022). These ties were further strengthened after the 2020 pandemic.

Fourth, this case study confirms that public policies and public institutions play a key role in enabling or disabling activism and community initiatives (Celata & Coletti, 2019). The collaboration particularly with the municipal level was a fundamental ingredient in Nonna Roma’s activities, from the very beginning—with the identification of precarious families and individuals in the municipal area—and in the following years with the allocation of a municipality-owned space to serve as the association’s main headquarters.

These findings confirm the importance of examining emerging practices of mutualism and solidarity through a geographical lens, as territorial dynamics and connections are essential to fully understanding these initiatives. From this perspective, the experience of Nonna Roma offers insights into features and patterns that might also characterize similar experiences worldwide, signaling a phase of widening inequalities that is hitting major cities in the Global North with Page 246 →particular severity. At the same time, our case study underscores the need to account for the specificities of each place. Rome, a city of contradictions, embodies a chaotic and multi-layered urban reality marked by growing impoverishment and polarization, as well as a vibrant activism and social conflict. In this complex environment, Nonna Roma is not only addressing the immediate needs of vulnerable citizens but also demonstrating how a different future might be possible—one built on new communities and forms of mutual aid, replacing isolation and marginalization. The future of the association is shaped by emerging needs and the evolving dynamics of the city. For us, it also represents a promising area for further research.



Notes


	1The data presented here are sourced from the database https://www.mapparoma.info/, an online platform providing user-friendly data on Rome’s neighborhoods and illustrating them with maps to showcase the notable socio-economic differences across the city. See also Chapter 1 of this volume, by the same authors.

	2During the first phase of our research (2021/2022), we conducted interviews with eight activists based in eastern Rome: one of them was from Nonna Roma, the others from different associations linked to Nonna Roma (Simone & Coletti, 2023a). In the second phase (2022/2023) we focused on the specific experience of Nonna Roma, conducting further in-depth interviews with two volunteers and two of its founders.

	3The name recalls, on the one hand, the classic movie Mamma Roma, directed by Pier Paolo Pasolini and starring Anna Magnani, which was filmed in the eastern periphery of Rome in the 1960s; but the “mum” (“mamma”) of the original title is replaced by the grandmother (“nonna”), which in Italian tradition—and Roman more specifically—is the figure who always worries that her grandchildren are not eating enough and incites them with the phrase: “Magna, bello de nonna!” (Eat, grandma’s boy!)

	4In May 2024, a documentary about Nonna Roma was released, created by Rita Cantalino and Marco Mastroianni. Over six months, they followed the association’s activities, participating in both formal and informal moments and immersing themselves in the organization’s daily life. Here is the link to the video (in Italian): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fCjOjwIo-a0&list=TLGGMH-y4MeT0oQxOTEyMjAyNA&t=8s

	Page 247 →5In honor of the footballer who scored the decisive goal in the victory of East Germany over West Germany in the 1974 World Cup.

	6The city of Rome is divided into 15 municipalities, each municipality has a president, chosen by direct election, and a municipal council. The municipalities enjoy managerial, financial, and accounting autonomy.

	7Unlike food banks, where pre-packaged items are provided, in community pantries items are typically arranged so that individuals can freely choose what they need. They are often displayed on shelves or tables, mimicking a grocery store experience. People accessing the pantry can take the items they want based on their needs and preferences, at no cost or with minimal expenditure. This approach gives them the freedom to select foods and other products that best fit their needs, ensuring dignity and choice in the resources they receive.

	8The basic income (Reddito di Cittadinanza) was a measure established by the Conte government in January 2019 to support low- or zero-income households. The measure was abolished by the Meloni government in January 2023.
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Chapter Twelve

How to Inhabit a Space with a Complex Present?

Visual Activism and Contemporary Rome

Fabiola Fiocco and Anna Gorchakovskaya



Introduction

The title of this contribution derives from a question that introduces a collection of texts entitled Decolonize! and published by NERO, which accompanied the 2020 edition of Short Theatre Festival. In that edition, the festival for the first time inhabited the politically charged spaces of the WeGil, an architectural project which in many ways preserves aspects of Italy’s fascist and imperial past. Arguably, this placement of the festival initiated a delicate but urgent process of decolonization and re-signification. During the festival, the spaces of WeGil were activated and de-neutralized through a series of interventions, performances, readings, and events. The public program took place in the outdoor space in front of the fascist building featuring the words of Benito Mussolini: “Necessario vincere, più necessario combattere” (“It is necessary to win, it is more necessary to fight”). This complex operation of inhabiting created a space of visibility for the violent histories—hidden and yet in plain sight—that are embedded in this fascist building situated in the Trastevere neighborhood of Page 251 →Rome. The program of the festival was accompanied by an online publication which included reflections by decolonial and feminist thinkers such as Ilenia Caleo, Serena Fiorletta, Simone Frangi, Federica Giardini, Isabella Pinto, and Igiaba Scego. On NERO’s website, the collection of essays was introduced with the evocative question “How to inhabit a space with a complex past?” By placing this question at the center of our chapter, we acknowledge its timeliness and programmatic positionality, alongside local and global efforts to decolonize and commemorate difficult pasts. However, we slightly modify the question in order to shift toward the notion of a “complex present.” In this chapter, we would like to extend beyond the historical aspects of the city, encompassing the tensions between temporal and geographical spaces converging in the urban and institutional contexts of Rome and the enduring legacies of the movements that have inhabited and shaped the city over time, often leaving subtle marks on its visual and affective landscape.

Working with Mirzoeff’s notion of visual activism, which is informed by and is intertwined with numerous transfeminist and anti-colonial writings and theories, this chapter examines two case studies that we Page 252 →believe address some of the conceptual nodes and urgencies that characterize the Roman artistic and activist milieu. We see the selected case studies as compelling forms of visual activism that experiment with old and new methods of deconstruction and collective creation. They stand as complementary examples, in terms of both topics and geographies, operating throughout the city and intersecting with a variety of constituencies. Drawing from this analysis, we intend to consider the implications of inhabiting a space with a complex past while actively addressing its present manifestations, engaging with the multiplicity of intersecting stories and active forces and advancing a process of transhistorical and transgeographic deconstruction and reconfiguration: What are the possible practices and strategies for revealing the invisible and the hypervisible within the Roman context? How do we then inhabit, infiltrate, and de-contextualize spaces loaded with complex narratives? How can one inhabit neutralized and de-politicized spaces through transfeminist and decolonial artistic and curatorial practices? Through the application of the theoretical framework of visual activism and a specific emphasis on the methods employed to uncover hidden narratives via strategic visibilization (Mirzoeff, 2023), our aim is to examine the types of transformative practices implemented in the urban landscape of Rome today and the kinds of alternative spaces and forms of action they seek to produce.


[image: The picture depicts a map of the Italian Empire in North Africa during the fascist era. The map is surrounded by engraved inscriptions recalling the main battles. Below, there is a bright pink inscription in Italian that reads: “Let’s play colonizers and colonized?”]
Figure 12.1.(we) are not Gil, intervention at WeGil for Short Theatre. Photo: Claudia Borgia.




Research Framework

Our use of the term visual activism is determined by its broader potential in exploring the relationship between visual culture and activist practices, as opposed to notions such as art activism (Deepwell, 2020; Duncombe & Lambert, 2021; Sholette, 2022), activist art (Sholette, 2022), and “artivism” (Weibel, 2015; Deepwell, 2020; Adams, 2022; Trione, 2022), widely used in both the international and Italian realms.1 The term visual activism, coined by the South African artist Zanele Muholi who describes themselves as a visual activist, has been notably explored and reactivated in recent years by the scholar Nicholas Mirzoeff. In the first edition of How to See the World, Mirzoeff (2015) comments on the importance and potential of visual activism. However, it is the recently published new edition of An Introduction to Visual Culture (Mirzoeff, 2023) that presents Page 253 →a particularly complex and unprecedented theorization of the term. The cover of the publication pre-announces a conceptualization of visual activism by showing the symbolic gesture of statue removal by a group of protesters.

Mirzoeff then proposes a structure consisting of two components that become a sort of prerequisite for visual activism. For the author any phenomenon of visual activism starts with the action of “undoing the unseeing” and “visibilizing the invisible”: “To visibilize is thus to undo invisibility, to reveal what has been disappeared, and to bring the sedimented layers of the social into view. It is the opposite of visualizing, which erases whatever is there to render it into a battlefield, whether in war, politics, or colonization” (Mirzoeff, 2023, 15). Visibilization leads to revealing the hidden or neglected history of violence. By creating conditions for visibility, it becomes possible to work on what Mirzoeff considers another fundamental element of visual culture: inhabiting and re-signifying. This action is rooted in the refusal to conform, which he presents both as a decolonial positioning of rejecting the white and Eurocentric norm as well as a feminist standing that finds its fullest expression in the strike. It is this particular moment of inhabiting in which an action of visual activism becomes a transformative action, a potencia as opposed to poder (ibid.). The action of inhabiting is connected with the idea of occupying space, infiltrating, hacking, being present with one’s body “there where it is not supposed to be” (Mirzoeff, 2023, 1, our emphasis).

Mirzoeff’s understanding of visual activism is deeply rooted in decolonial and feminist thought. It is positioned at the intersection of two fundamental processes of contemporary visual culture: decolonizing strategies that take multiple forms in terms of both dismantling and redefining, alongside feminist epistemologies. Building on the foundational text Decolonization is not a Metaphor (Tuck & Yang, 2012), Mirzoeff traces the recent history of applying decolonial strategies to the context of visual culture, encompassing actions of removal, restitution, and repair. These actions aim to dismantle colonial structures embedded within visual representation and reclaim agency and autonomy over narratives and images. Another fundamental example of scholarship around decolonization practices is the work of Francoise Vergès who through her essays deepens our understanding of the encounter between decolonization and Page 254 →feminism (Vergès, 2021). The combination of these strategies of intervention and antagonism to the existing structures provides insight into the tools, as well as the political, theoretical, and aesthetic frameworks that define every form and expression of visual activism.

The notions developed by Mirzoeff bear a striking resemblance to the theoretical and political endeavors of the Rome-based feminist group Rivolta Femminile as well as the literary contributions of Carla Lonzi, former art critic and one of the group’s founders. When examining the many ways in which individuals fail to see and engage with their surroundings, it is noteworthy to consider the implicit allusion to the Lonzian notion of deculturizzazione (Lonzi, 1974). This idea pertains to the significant process by which women must unlearn and engage in critical introspection regarding their own sense of self, as well as the dominant cultural norms that shape their existence. By engaging in a process of deconstruction, women have the potential to liberate themselves and cultivate forms of knowledge independent from patriarchal authority. They can thus emerge as soggetti imprevisti (unexpected subjects), individuals who exist outside the established normative frameworks and thereby generate novel ways of living and creating (Lonzi, 1974, 14–18). In revisiting the Lonzian concept of deculturizzazione, the argument could be made that prioritizing the deconstruction of our gaze and behaviors is essential before delving into the urban realm and its historical and symbolic infrastructures. The feminist practice of self-reflexivity thus transcends the individual and internal dimensions to become a collective methodology, embedded in every process of re-signification and reappropriation of both material and emotional geographies.



Counter-Mapping Rome

Rome is a city with a long history, characterized by periods of immense grandeur and influence. The exercise of this authority has undergone several transformations over the centuries, resulting in shifts in both its wielders and underlying motivations, which are evident in the city’s urban stratification and cultural heritage. The expression of this power may be observed today in government buildings, embassies, religious sites, national cultural centers, private foundations, and public art museums. Page 255 →Rome is characterized by a complex and multifaceted network of positions and agencies, which renders it a challenging and unintelligible locale. This complicated framework exists in a perpetual state of tension, both with the external world and inside its internal dynamics.

Simultaneously, this blend of sacred and secular powers has made Rome a key site of counter-political and cultural organization where artistic and social groups have formed parallel infrastructures for creation, socialization, and activism. A comprehensive reconstruction of the artistic and political movements that have been active in the city goes beyond the scope of this chapter. However, it is important to outline some of the most recent instances of counter-organizing and urban deconstruction that traverse the urban landscape, attempting to redefine its geographies while intersecting with and hijacking its institutions.

The last decade has witnessed a notable resurrection of significant action in the transfeminist domain, primarily attributable to the dissemination of the Argentinian movement Ni Una Menos. Its Italian articulation did not occur in a vacuum, but rather within an urban setting characterized by a multitude of historical and contemporary experiences, including Casa Internazionale delle Donne, Lucha y Siesta, Tuba, La Casa di Alice, and the collective Cagne Sciolte. These entities carry out valuable work in association and local action, bearing witness to the legacy of past feminist entities (such as Rivolta Femminile, Cooperativa Beato Angelico, and Collettivo Pompeo Magno), while serving as crucial sites for political prefiguration and daily struggle.

This urgency to redefine and re-inhabit spaces also manifests itself within a vibrant context of curatorial and artistic projects whose identity is formed around the idea of community-oriented, practice-based, and politically engaged work. Guided by a decolonial approach, many of these projects have undertaken, both in institutional and independent contexts, the uneasy task of subverting, recontextualizing, and transcoding a problematic past through different forms of visual and performing arts. Some of the examples of projects in Rome that actively engage with decolonial and anti-colonial strategies in art and culture are Spazio Griot, Locales, Resurface Festival, Libreria Griot, Museo delle Civiltà, and Short Theatre Festival. These and other projects engage with the local context, by revealing what is often invisibilized and by creating opportunities for Page 256 →inhabiting contested sites through artistic and curatorial strategies. The confluence of these experiences contributes to the formation of a network of interconnected entities that produces another socio-cultural and affective geographies (Anderson & Smith, 2001; Bondi, 2005; Woodward & Lea, 2010; Pile, 2010) that act directly on the unresolved issues and open wounds of the city. Affects are particularly significant in feminist geography, which seeks to deconstruct the universal experience of space by inquiring how gender, race, and class contribute to a selective organization of society (Bondi, 2005; Bonu Rosenkranz et al., 2023). Within the scope of this research, affects are not part of our methodology. Rather, they are seen as tools of action that contribute to the collective reconfiguration of space and the formation of alliances that aspire to transcend the constraints of the art event. Sara Ahmed (2014, 168–172) points out that while feminism is often characterized as an emotional and confrontational form of politics, it actually manages to comprise a range of emotions that play a role in the politicization of the individual. Similarly, the actions discussed in this chapter extend beyond physical space, impacting concrete structures and sites and the associated emotions. They activate conflicting yet necessary emotions in both participants and observers, which are central to the process of symbolic and political reconfiguration (Ahmed, 2014; Butler, 2015).

Staying within the domain of feminist theory, these spaces could also be analyzed through the concept of subaltern counterpublics, a notion coined by Nancy Fraser (1990) to indicate sites of critical debate that produce forms of political transformation. Drawing from the work of Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt, Fraser (1990) defines subaltern counterpublics as spaces where marginalized communities can come together to resist dominant forms of political and cultural domination and representation and develop social agency. As already observed by Ewa Majewska (2021, 56–58), Fraser’s analysis falls short in addressing the matter of production and its role in shaping the political arena and its actors, while also lacking a comprehensive theoretical framework that adequately incorporates postcolonial theory. Nevertheless, this concept provides a valuable analytical framework for going beyond mere evaluation of the potential of these projects and understanding that the geographies they establish should not be perceived as isolated pathways. Instead, they should be Page 257 →recognized as experiences that might open up forms of resistance that depart from canonical macho heroism and are rather based on everyday practices, on situated knowledge, and on mutual care, or what the author frames as “weak resistance” (Majewska, 2021, 21–23).

These experiences have redrawn the geography of Rome throughout time, relying on contextual work and the provision of infrastructures of support and hospitality that have gradually permeated the social fabric. Despite their varying time frames, every node of this unofficial network contributes to the formation of a map of collaboration and solidarity and a new way of conceiving (counter-)public space, in which all subjectivities are included, battles intersect, and other forms of life, consumption, and cultural and social creation emerge.



Locales

Locales is a curatorial platform that has existed and operated in Rome since 2020, designing and producing a number of programs. Here we concentrate on the past editions of the public program entitled Hidden Histories that took place in 2020, 2021, and 2023. From the outset of this project, the members of the Locales team were interested in commissioning new site-specific works by Italian and international artists that engaged directly with the complex sites of the city, exploring and redefining the public and institutional spaces through their works. Politically engaged and community-oriented work has always been at the center of the project’s identity. As the founder Sara Alberani puts it, re-politicization of public space and of collective memory alongside the action of reappropriation, is a crucial process for all the interventions designed by Locales over the years. Specifically, the multifaceted public program Hidden Histories addresses the invisible/invisibilized narratives of the Roman context, by critically engaging with the very notion of cultural heritage, the unquestioned symbolic foundation of the Italian capital. The initiatives that constituted the Hidden Histories program tend to explore the tension between a site with a complex past/present and an artistic intervention, by redefining and inhabiting those spaces through bodies and new narratives. The result is often a temporary intrusion/disturbance (a walk, a workshop, a performance) of a previously Page 258 →de-politicized and neutralized space. In the case of the artist Daniela Ortiz, the space to inhabit and redefine was that of the Janiculum area, a site symbolic of the history of the Italian Risorgimento. In particular, the artist was interested in revealing the connections between the patriarchal and colonial structures by exploring the statues and monuments of patriots on the Janiculum and to critically engage with the equestrian statue of Anita Garibaldi, commissioned by the fascist regime and meant to embody a nationalist idea of a mother/warrior. The artist engaged with the context through a series of processes: a guided tour, a lecture, a theater performance, traversing and re-interpreting the space through stories and embodiments of intersectionality. In the case of Josèfa Ntjam’s Watery Thoughts the performance invaded the spaces of the Terme di Diocleziano (Baths of Diocletian) in order to challenge the hegemonic narratives (Gramsci, 1971) on Rome’s imperial past and to comment on plurality, origins, and identity. A particularly powerful example of such space-based action was EUR(H)OPE Charade, an action/walk that took place in 2022 and saw the participation of a Roman-based entity Stalker. Stalker is one of the most well-known and long-lasting projects/methods Page 259 →engaging with visual activism in Rome. Founded in 1995 by a group of artists and architects, Stalker is interested in redefining and disrupting public space through a series of process-based actions and interventions such as walks and collective explorations.


[image: A group of people is holding up colorful sheets with different words written on them in front of the Palazzo della Civiltà in the EUR district.]
Figure 12.2.Stalker, EUR(H)OPE, Rome, 2021. Photo: Jacopo Tomassini.


The EUR(H)OPE Charade action took place in the EUR neighborhood and in particular invaded the visual intactness of one of the neighborhood’s main symbols, Palazzo della Civiltà, a building that was only used sporadically for events, fairs, and other government-led initiatives until 2013, when the building became the headquarters of the Fendi fashion brand as a result of a long-term rental agreement. The EUR neighborhood represents Rome’s most prominent trace of its fascist and colonial past. Spearheaded by Mussolini himself, the neighborhood was intended to form a connection between the city center and the sea, symbolizing the imperial and colonial nature of the fascist state. Nowadays the buildings and monuments conceived around the end of the 1930s and finalized after the Second World War are mostly inhabited by public offices and private companies in ways that often entirely neglect the neighborhood’s connection with fascist and colonial histories. Certain attributes of the fascist regime, such as Mussolini’s aphorisms, Roman salutes, and other symbols signifying the regime and its colonial endeavors, remain in plain sight, normalized and de-politicized through the mundane and commercial uses of buildings and monuments.

The act of traversing/walking, often at the center of Stalker’s methodology (Careri, 2006), creates a possibility of generative encounter with the city and allows the participants to establish a relationship with a place full of contradictions, such as the EUR neighborhood. The intention is not always or not exclusively to reveal certain critical aspects, but to engage and to create a space of conversation, directed toward future scenarios of redefining the space. Since 1995 Stalker has engaged with the public spaces of EUR multiple times, but in the case of EUR(H)OPE Charade the idea was to concentrate on the specific concept of “EUR(H)OPE” which for organizers and participants “embodies this desire for openness and reimagines EUR as a meeting place in the heart of the Mediterranean: a welcoming and metaphorical meeting point for the different cultures that surround its shores” (Federici in conversation with Stalker, 2021). This interpretation of the idea of EUR(H)OPE could be read as a countervisual Page 260 →reaction to the insidious racism and xenophobia as well as violent right-wing policies regarding immigration.

The participants were invited to take part in a walk/march through the neighborhood holding vast pieces of cloth with fragments of words written on them, which could be continuously recombined in order to assemble different words and connections, similarly to charades, that would help comment both on the legacy of the non-neutral spaces of this specific area of the city as well as on the idea of unified Europe that in recent years has lost part of its initial hopeful and transformative potential. The large size of the sheets helped to overcome the difference in scale connected to the monumentality of fascist architecture: these flags or banners became a sort of expansion/extension of bodies and ideas in space and guaranteed visibility to an ongoing conversation.

Through the occupation of the public space around EUR monuments in unexpected and spontaneous ways, alongside an ongoing process of negotiating and renegotiating the meaning of one’s presence, this collective action reveals and intensifies the tension between hypervisibility and symbolic invisibility of traces of fascist and colonial past, such as the Palazzo della Civiltà. Prominent and hypervisible within the Roman landscape, the building’s true meaning is continuously neutralized through its current uses: the operation undertaken by Stalker and Locales is what allows for “undoing the unseeing” and “visibilizing the invisible” (Mirzoeff, 2023, 15). This action specifically reveals the general methodology Hidden Histories have always adapted within their curatorial practice. This involves the double action of revealing the complexity and inhabiting spaces with new meanings and narratives.



Erinni

Erinni is a transfeminist curatorial association in Rome made up of Arianna Forte, Cinzia Forte, and Daniela Cotimbo. Their research aims to promote practices of women and non-binary people whose work combines art and social activism, especially by exploring the intersections between science, technology, and gender identity.

Their first project, Beyond Binaries, was a participatory transfeminist residency program which involved Mara Oscar Cassiani, the Call Monica Page 261 →collective, Ginevra Petrozzi, and Giulia Tomasello: four artists who reflect on contemporary processes of subjectivation and alternative collective modes of self-determination. During a one-week residency, each artist was invited to carry out a workshop in Torpignattara, with inhabitants and communities of the V Municipio of Rome, to create opportunities for reflection and collective actions. Situated on the margin of traditional tourist pathways, the neighborhood is characterized by a layered history that intertwines post–Second World War internal migration from Southern Italy with contemporary migratory trajectories and processes of gentrification aimed at redesigning its social fabric. As gentrification and touristification coexist with structural deficiencies, social neglect, and poverty, the complex present thus materializes not in monuments but in the inhabitants and the historical, economic, and cultural tensions they embody.

The workshops were disseminated throughout the neighborhood and employed different techniques and languages, ranging from magic (Petrozzi) to walking (Call Monica), reproductive health (Tomasello), and boxing (Oscar Cassiani). In all these instances, the body is recontextualized as a crucial locus of politics, wherein multiple forces (social, economic, political) converge; it is also reframed as a means of action and revolution, meant to be explored to produce new collective knowledge. Furthermore, Page 262 →embracing the principles of co-planning, all activities were designed in close collaboration with the local communities.2 They were also informed by a thorough study of the territory conducted by the anthropologist Silvia Antinori (author of Chapter 5, this volume) and a network of local groups to identify prevailing identities, urgencies, and contextual needs (Erinni, 2022).


[image: Women with closed fists in front of their faces, posed as if ready to fight.]
Figure 12.3.Mara Oscar Cassiani, Nuovo Habitat, 2022, workshop. Courtesy Erinni, Photo: Chiara Cor.



[image: Women sitting in a circle in a white room in front of a wall with pictures and sticky notes attached to it.]
Figure 12.4.Ginevra Petrozzi, Prophetai, 2022, workshop. Courtesy Erinni, Photo: Chiara Cor.


The title of the project—Beyond Binaries—immediately prompts us to move beyond the restrictions imposed by gender binaries. Contextually, it encompasses a more comprehensive proposition, urging us to transcend all manifestations of binary thinking and its influence on the organization of bodies and space, delineating distinct structures of socialization and creation. The process of transcending binary distinctions is also visible in the overcoming of rigid artistic and epistemological classifications, leading to a convergence of art, technology, design, digital methodologies, and esoteric knowledge. This porosity is conveyed through the multidimensionality of the workshops as bodies position themselves inside, outside, and through spaces, questioning the traditional concepts of public and domestic, political and private.

The project’s conclusion took a more traditional form, with an exhibition at AlbumArte, an independent art space in the center of Rome. This generated a further symbolic shift, overturning the center–periphery Page 263 →binary. Rethinking the relationship between center and periphery involves reassessing art’s accessibility and perceived relevance (Langholm, 1971, 276–277). Erinni, assuming this stance both geographically and methodologically, challenged the idea that contemporary art exclusively belongs to the center, both in terms of urban structure and social standing. The periphery becomes a site of production, not just of reception, challenging the established hierarchies based on power and cultural flow (Hannerz, 1989, 206). This tension is also acknowledged within black feminism, which appreciates the political and creative potential that comes with being on the margins. In her work, bell hooks ([1984] 2014, 16) discusses the idea of the “vantage point of our marginality” as a way to describe the critical capacities that come with being outside of the prevailing stance. In Erinni’s work, the periphery is not assumed as a culturally inferior place to be saved, but rather as a strategic point of observation and action, enabling the formation of unique imaginaries and alliances. Finally, the process of decentralization also occurs in relation to authorship, promoting participatory art forms in which the artist acts as the facilitator of a collaborative process (Kester, 2004; Jackson, 2011; Helguera, 2011). By encompassing diverse spaces, communities, and subjectivities, the project questioned the artistic geographies of the city and furthered the process of cross-contamination and geographical reconfiguration initiated by local social movements.

Examining the accounts of the participants, included in the final report compiled by Erinni (2022), divergent affective and political stances come to the fore. The report details that the ages of the interviewees span from 15 to 70, with a majority of individuals between the ages of 30 and 50. The countries represented among those surveyed extend beyond Italy and include El Salvador, Brazil, Ecuador, Egypt, Bangladesh, and Cape Verde. The perception and inhabiting of the area are greatly affected by the different cultural and economic backgrounds of the respondents, as evidenced by the following two anonymous excerpts:


So, I live in Torpigna, and it’s not by chance, I chose it, and I probably couldn’t live in any other area of Rome, in other places in the world, yes, definitely […] I’m part of this community as a political stance, as a mother, and as a person, with many question marks.3Page 264 →

In recent years, a certain type of people, let’s say ‘politically positioned’, like myself, has moved to Torpigna escaping from situations that were becoming too gentrified, seeking an authenticity of urban life that other neighborhoods no longer have. So, we are a bit of an alien presence in the neighborhood, but my perception is that we are not the kind of people trying to transform Torpigna into something it’s not. […] but the fact is that we are a different layer, in this sense we are ‘colonizing’ it.4



The assertion of living in the neighborhood as a political choice coexists with the acknowledgment of one’s gentrifying role and othering gaze, thereby embodying a contradiction that is not dismissed but rather scrutinized through collective processes of deconstruction and discussion.

Through its projects, Erinni contributes to the development of a shared visual and social language that bridges aesthetic-visual expressions with contextual needs and desires, reactivating forms of collective discourse that generate and disseminate insurgent collective imageries. Through the lens of transfeminism, the various threads of a fragmented and expansive movement are woven together, creating a platform for shared themes and languages and fostering unity among diverse experiences and individuals. Even though the people involved are not unexpected subjects, and the historical contentions are less obvious than the ones tackled by Locales, Beyond Binaries also activated forms of visibilization that act on the hidden tensions between the different communities (in terms of origin, economic background, and sexuality) inhabiting the area. Through various techniques and languages, the workshops managed to reveal and challenge dormant or overlooked issues. The shift is even more noticeable since the locations used are ordinary places that are re-inhabited in unusual ways, calling into question how people experience the city and their relationships with others.



Strategies of Visibilization and Re-Signification: Between the Margin and the Center

In the introduction, we referenced a statement by Mirzoeff that resonated significantly throughout our writing, namely the idea of putting Page 265 →“one’s body in space, there where it is not supposed to be” (Mirzoeff, 2023, 1, our emphasis). The case studies discussed here deploy various strategies, among many possible ones, not only to render marginalized subjectivities and historical processes visible but to position themselves in a space, opening that space to alternative readings, uses, and communities. Through ephemeral or more enduring interventions, the initiatives attempt to inhabit both a physical and symbolic space, filling it with their bodies and traces and re-signifying it politically and aesthetically. What emerges from this analysis is the importance of constant negotiation and renegotiation of solutions. This connects to the relative impossibility of finite answers and strategies, as well as the urgency to act within specific contexts and under specific conditions.

Locales and Erinni present complementary stances when it comes to the urban milieu. While the former deals with illustrious yet disputed heritage sites, predominantly situated in the heart of the city, “hacking” the very idea of centrality as opposed to the margin; the latter engages with the periphery as a generative place where socioeconomic and symbolic tensions are equally apparent. Drawing from black feminist theory, the contention is made that the margin is not a position to escape from but a site of creation and knowledge production (hooks, [1984] 2014). Refraining from establishing any geographical hierarchy, both examples maintain and inhabit the tension between the margin and the center, understood as physical and symbolic positions, trying to overturn the way in which this is perceived. Dominant institutions are permeated by the practices and symbols of the margins, opening breaches and generating other visual landscapes in which traditionally non-conforming gestures, bodies, and aesthetics dominate, making themselves visible according to their modes and times.

The initial step invariably appears to be one of analysis and deconstruction as participants observe and reveal the different layers of power and meaning inherent in the space. This element of unlearning can be compared to the first phases of decolonial processes: critical evaluation, deconstruction, removal. This involves a complex mapping and reworking of historical and political dimensions, demanding a methodology that supports the collective process of knowledge production without imposing any interpretation or ideological position. The artist or curator Page 266 →thereby assumes the function of facilitating and creating the conditions for the collective processes to evolve within a specific space and time. This role is crucial since the members of the communities are expected to participate in actions that might provoke sensitive transindividual memories and experiences.

The pars destruens is naturally accompanied by a pars costruens; that is the moment of re-signification of space that aims at modifying visual-symbolic aspects, producing new uses, and opening it to constituencies traditionally excluded from it. The two elements of visibility and inhabiting do not correspond to two distinct phases but rather run in parallel, for it is through their intertwinement that space is modulated, through tactical moments of exposure and concealment.

As seen from the examples considered, strategies are multiple and simultaneous, suited to the complexity of interests and urgencies that require compounded and convergent actions. What is crucial, therefore, is not a unifying issue or identity, but the development of a shared methodology, a political model that can envision alternative ways of life. As Castelli (2023, 24–25) aptly explains:


Transfeminist and queer public spaces are made of conflicts, alliances, self-determination; contingent, provisional, and “ephemeral” practices that have explosive effects on lives when they disrupt the dichotomies that organize and constrain them. […] Spaces where the connection between bodies, politics, and the city is revealed not only as a critical knot of structural violence, oppression, and exclusion but also as a promise: of alliances, practices of freedom, self-determination5



These practices impact not only the subjectivities involved but also the urban visual landscape, creating new symbols that narrate alternative pasts and directions for the present. This, however, is not without its contradictions, as the projects are still tied to funds and institutional infrastructures that uphold the invisibility of the communities. Furthermore, it is crucial to emphasize that visibility is not inherently empowering or progressive. Rather, it can be used to control specific groups and generate forms of stereotyping, oppression, and tokenism (Brighenti, 2007; Schaffer, 2015; Page 267 →Krasny, 2017; Jiménez-Martínez & Edwards, 2023; Rega & Medrado, 2023; Fiocco, 2023). In both cases, however, visibility is achieved through collective processes of negotiation and co-creation, acknowledging the agency of the individuals whose instances and bodies are visibilized.

Despite the contextual nature of this research, we contend the methodologies discussed have global relevance for managing contested sites, landmarks, and visual urban references. The case studies analyzed here are all site-specific, process-based, and community-oriented and contribute to developing methodologies and potentially artistic, curatorial, and pedagogical practices that strive to redefine the public space through processes and movements instead of considering the production of material objects as the only way to address the complex present. Consistently operating through a situated approach, the examples discussed retain a crucial degree of flexibility and responsiveness, in stark contrast to the standardization of procedures, protocols, and development plans. The city is understood as porous and constantly evolving; a layering of histories, struggles, and claims that challenge the processes of musealization and commercialization promoted by local and national tourism policies, whose effects are particularly evident in a city like Rome. Some of the possible directions of study could result in an attempt to map the experiences of visual activism that take place within the Roman context in more detail, creating a sort of living and mobile archive composed of multiple archives, building on the fact that the examined projects have engaged with certain documentation practices. Archiving is an important form of visual, theoretical, and practical articulation that must be continually reactivated and circulated among different groups and communities; living archives of strategies that cross the separation between visual culture and activism and influence the way we look at and experience the city and the daily landscape. Moving within a complex present, which contains and reflects divergent stories, narratives, and agencies, these projects we analyzed implement methods of negotiation of space and of the visible which allow us to engage with transhistorical and transgeographical frictions and urgencies. When audible, visible, and activated, those experiences contribute to the creation of a powerful theoretical toolkit for future infiltrations.




Notes


	1The word artivism was first used by a group of Chicano activists and artists in the late 1960s.

	2An exhaustive territorial and methodological analysis, along with interviews conducted with the participants, are presented in the report Piccola guida di orientamento al territorio. Sguardi e soggettività del quartiere in chiave di genere (unpublished) produced by Erinni.

	3Translation by the authors.

	4Translation by the authors.

	5Translation by the authors.
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Chapter Thirteen

Spraying Inclusion

Graffiti and Street Art as Urban and Digital Social Justice Practice in Contemporary Rome

Helton Levy and Eleonora Diamanti


Graffiti in Rome stems from a long tradition of anonymous visual intervention in public space (Bowen, 2013; D’Ambra & Romeo, 2021; Levy & Diamanti, 2023). Multiple studies have documented several generations of graffiti and street art practitioners (henceforth, writers) and how the latter form a unified front in their practice and self-organization. In search of new ways of expressing themselves, they have drawn on tradition and invested in innovative techniques (Brighenti, 2010; Cegna, 2020). For decades, Roman writers have used public or private buildings as a canvas for dissent, experimental methods, and a sense of art and solidarity (Christensen & Tor, 2017). Since ancient Rome, the contentious character of such public interventions (Benefiel, 2010) has retained its complexity amid new audiences and technological possibilities. As we shall see, writers are moving into digital platforms while bringing knowledge and repertoire acquired from street traditions.

This chapter aims to advance the debate on graffiti in Rome beyond the binary between legality and illegality by reflecting on the recent advent of digitally accessed street art (Mcauliffe, 2012). Our research first reviews Page 272 →the ongoing discussion on the legality of graffiti in Rome to cover some of the current ambiguities and limitations. We then profile six projects prioritizing social justice in their presentation by practitioners who have become prominent on social media. We analyze their actions and commitment as a hybrid between urban and digital. We also seek to weigh the limitations of the urban tradition in Rome vis-à-vis the potential of social media for graffiti in Rome and other world cities.


Debunking Notions of Legal and Illegal Graffiti in Rome

As suggested in previous literature (Ross et al., 2017), understanding the creative potential of Rome’s graffiti demands an engagement with perceptions of legality, illegality, and how controversial graffiti is perceived. As the authors put it: “The technical/legal violations accompanying the study of graffiti and street art can be seen as moral imperatives that should drive research rather than as ethical problems that should halt it. Studying graffiti allows scholars to create more inclusive cultural narratives and to expand social histories to include the expressions of deeply marginalized people” (Ross et al., 2017, 6). Without intending to delve into legality studies, we share the authors’ position of advancing concepts of il/legality beyond the outrage of Rome’s viewers and authorities. Leaving this il/legality binary also allows us to investigate how/whether new writers and street artists working in digital spaces respond to the historical animosity against what they do.

Understanding what can be legal and illegal beyond law frameworks depends on seeing actions as more than a technical violation of the use of walls and public spaces and on looking beyond moments of societal interest or shock. On the other hand, the evidence invites an overview of situations in which the state or private sponsors coordinate legal graffiti. In recent years, commissioned artists have painted Roman neighborhoods, walls, and facades. In 2017, an intervention sponsored by a famous soda brand painted the Corviale building in a project called Refresh the City (Terzo Binario, 2017). Legal graffiti has encompassed international names like Banksy, featured in the large 2021 exhibition at the Chiostro del Bramante. Frequently dubbed street art, legal graffiti appears less favorably in critical scholarship due to the gentrifying characteristics of Page 273 →its inception. Although street art has also meant resistance and non-conformity in many contexts (Awad et al., 2017), consent to paint can align with commercial interests and exclusionary policies. While allowed in gated communities or luxury real estate (Bacharach, 2015), street art can appear as an artifact or experience (Green & Gray, 2020), embedded in tourism packages, or as a background for shopping destinations.

Legal graffiti manifests due to its exceptional status. Authorities usually allow an undisturbed existence of street art murals on public buildings or squares, leading dwellers to perceive them positively (Mannu, 2021). In Rome, legal and illegal graffiti has often mixed and merged in locations carefully negotiated with state bodies (Arte Magazine, 2023), as occurred with William Kentridge’s Triumphs and Laments mural on the banks of the Tiber River, which blended with illegal graffiti. The case of Museo dell’Altro e dell’Altrove di Metropoliz Città Meticcia (MAAM) (Museum of the Other and the Elsewhere Mestizo City), was born out of this duality (Palermo, 2021; see also Chapter 3, this volume). Located on via Prenestina, Tor Sapienza, the MAAM emerged from a squat started in 2009 by the Blocchi Precari Metropolitani, a group of activists fighting for housing rights. A multi-ethnic community settled in the spacious facility of a former salami factory. The center soon started gathering dwellers while hosting graffiti and street art of several genres and techniques (Space Metropoliz, 2015).

In 2012, the factory became a living museum nurturing values related to diversity, mentioned in the “other” and “elsewhere” of its name (Space Metropoliz, 2015). To help prove to the authorities that the space offered basic living conditions and prevent dwellers from facing mass eviction, writers adorned it so that graffiti could make the place more aesthetically convincing in terms of its viability for habitation. Lively facilities would then look less precarious and more cared for. According to them, art could shield the dwellers from outright eviction because authorities would think twice before removing graffiti pieces by renowned artists. In this perspective, graffiti as expensive as Banksy-like artwork generates media coverage and could shield a space’s inhabitants from eviction: “If they remove them, they become the bad guys,” said Carolo Gori, a local mediator (ibid., 2015).

The MAAM exposes the contradictory but paradoxical circumstances that link legal and illegal graffiti in Rome. Depending on who gets sponsored by the government or private institutions, one writer will Page 274 →be constructed as a criminal and not the other. Unlike the Comprensorio Santa Maria della Pietà, a former monastery and psychiatric hospital that authorized street art on its walls, the MAAM lies in the intersection between a legitimized practice (street art museum) and a criminalized one (squatting, associated with graffiti), connecting with the inherited illegality of graffiti. Mainstream media can construe both squatting and illegal graffiti as vandalism. Frequently, the mere presence of graffiti written on street-facing walls triggers the police to be called to the scene (e.g., Nicolini, 2021; Il Riformista, 2023; La Nazione, 2023).


[image: Graffiti sprayed on the walls of Valle Aurelia Station, 2021]
Figure 13.1 a, b, c, d.Graffiti pieces at Valle Aurelia Station. Rome, 2021. Photos by Helton Levy.


Therefore, illegality here is not only an attribute of the law: most Italian cities already criminalize illegal writing. It is a shared perception of boundary-crossing, as in other initiatives that have approximated communities from graffiti scenes (e.g., Mitman, 2018). It is enough to look at the “baptism” of the Valle Aurelia Station (Figure 13.1a–d) to learn how illegal graffiti quickly materializes as an unacceptable gesture. Writers sprayed the station’s facilities just after the opening in immaculate white. At the time, the graffiti intervention shocked the Roman public (Romano, 2019). Famous writers, such as the Rome-born Lorenzo Page 275 →Perris or GECO, have nevertheless continued investing in illegal graffiti. Municipal authorities in Rome later brought Perris to court. Seen as a provocateur, GECO has become an overwhelming sign stuck to multiple facades across Rome and southern Europe (Roma Today 2019, 2022). While GECO appeared in court, the Italian left-leaning newspaper La Repubblica named him the “biggest Roman artist of his generation” (Mattioli, 2023).



Seeing Controversial Graffiti

As seen above, substantial ambiguity lies in perceiving and promoting graffiti as a form of artwork. The occasional prosecution of writers may counterintuitively boost their popularity with viewers, as in the case of GECO. The arbitrariness of this public judgment, standing against some graffiti but not others, invites a discussion on a third kind of practice, defined here as controversial graffiti. Graffiti tends to be controversial in Rome when no stakeholders broker or budget it as a cultural project. The intervention then generates social debate and backlash due to its spontaneity, but it still manages to establish some dialogue with the public. In 2023, a commissioned street art mural in Piazza Bologna painted in homage to Paolo Borsellino—an Italian judge murdered by the Sicilian Mafia——contained unauthorized scribblings (Tominic, 2022). Local news outlets rushed to denounce “vandalism” (Michelangeli, 2023). In the Quadraro neighborhood, a writer popularly known as Free Park sprayed “contro mano” (wrong direction, in Italian) on cars parked in forbidden zones. The gesture led to an outcry involving the police, who opened a criminal investigation (Carta, 2023). Illegality can entail antagonizing the government and other voices of power. More understandable than illegal graffiti, controversial graffiti still disrupts the public use of approved street art and the societal values embedded in it. At the same time, its abrupt presence disrupts society’s self-image as the arbitrator of approved pieces, as in the case of Borsellino’s portrait.

These three categories do not need to be mutually exclusive. Graffiti writers who remain on the scene can shift between illegal, legal, or controversial actors. It depends on their circumstances, support, and sanctioned practice. Once writers dare to conquer more visibility, they will Page 276 →fight an increasingly hostile state that seeks to track and suppress their presence (Iveson, 2010). On the one hand, graffiti can be an activity safely encouraged by the government or local authorities, such as the extensive murals in Tor Marancia. On the other, it might be naïve to imagine that writers will conform only to the space and time granted to them and not also practice their art illegally. Having earned some visibility on the internet, with digital audiences eager to watch their next steps, new writers can push for more challenges or join other movements, continuously moving between legal, illegal, and controversial perceptions of graffiti. Next, we examine a small but diverse sample of contemporary writers who bridge local and global representation of social issues.



Surveying Graffiti in Urban and Digital Platforms

Younger social media users have demonstrated changes in their ability to perceive or appreciate graffiti. For example, #graffitiroma is a hashtag that amalgamates several writers and styles, showing content about their interests, companions, locations, and events. #Graffitiroma has also anchored writers’ social media presence, lifestyles, and unrelated aspects of their lives. Someone posts a photo of themselves standing in front of a restaurant where graffiti is displayed, and #graffitiroma will pop up along with the post. At best, platforms like Instagram can leverage graffiti with the new generations, fashion its interfaces, and promote related trends. As an episteme of a new legality or, let us say, controversiality, the digital consumption of street-based graffiti leans toward business or commercial interests that might mischaracterize the practice’s radical underpinnings. After tracking the most prominent locations identified in posts associated with the #graffitiroma hashtag on Instagram, Levy and Diamanti (2023) found that the posts mostly pointed to tourist trips, restaurants, and selfies and topics unrelated to the politicized stances of the graffiti found at the same spots.

Removing this radical context from Roman graffiti—neutralizing its political content, citizen shock, or passer-by delight—changes the modes of witnessing it. The screen emerges as a largely under-explored Page 277 →space for graffiti or street art consumption in the digital age. Baird (2022) notes that online affordances have permitted youth groups to further access practices, opportunities, and curation efforts as much as “physical communal bonds” have. However, he found that being part of a graffiti crew was essential to writers’ well-being and the continuation of their culture. Similarly, MacDowall (2016) saw changes in graffiti’s temporality as more images become stored online and less space is available on the streets. Also, as MacDowall and De Souza (2018) highlighted, online gestures bridge graffiti into other forms of interaction. Visual-first platforms like Instagram have worked as an online portfolio for artists trying to establish themselves in the field. In effect, one may consume graffiti conceived for city observation and layered through hashtags, filters, and AI resources.

In Rome, as in many other world cities, the “online” versus “in the city” dilemma sparks questions about the lack of urban context at the expense of digital graffiti or vice versa. Many case studies have addressed graffiti scenes growing more visible on Google Maps or buildings that go viral, for example. The content of graffiti messages does not always fit for urban and screen audiences. Examples from Spain and Nepal revealed that messages in wall graffiti reasserted gendered or racist language (Divita, 2023; Paudel & Neupane, 2019), whereas social media platforms could have banned such content. In the aftermath of mass protests, urban graffiti can eventually disappear after social eruptions cease, but its online records still count as an afterlife of such events. This process happened during the Euromaidan protests in Kyiv (Lokot, 2018) and the Gezi Park in Istanbul (Mercea & Levy, 2019). In Türkiye, the viral aspect of the Gezi Park protests, first seen in 2013, made the distribution of street art and graffiti images non-hierarchical and available to a broader public long after (Arda, 2014). All these factors illustrate the digital potential to extend the context of graffiti while allowing it to transcend into an atemporal stage of visibility.

Conversely, old-school, street-based graffiti also liberates itself from such limitations as secret aspects of its practice can open up to new interpretations by viewers based elsewhere. For instance, when writers choose difficult locations for their pieces, they count on viewers’ surprise as an essential element. Indeed, conditioned visibility as an element for graffiti Page 278 →interpretation has become so entrenched that relativizing its impact is impossible. Nonetheless, advertising industries can try to capture graffiti’s cryptic language in the digital environment, alienating its social purposes once prominence spans beyond these local strategies aimed at viewers. Viral marketing ideas have proposed graffiti projections on walls and facades as the ideal replacement with a “no vandalism” guarantee to the consumer (Song, 2011). The normativity of Instagram as a central repository has meant legitimizing quickly gentrifying locations (Polson, 2022), intensified by tours on the “streetness” of spots sold to boost visitors’ social media presence (Andron, 2018). In Rome, Dines (2019) attested to this ambiguous street art/online visual phenomenon as part of the growing gentrification of areas such as Pigneto.

It is increasingly difficult to draw a line separating gentrification, commodification, and socially committed causes as distinct categories of affiliation for writers. Street artists such as Eduardo Kobra, from Brazil, can boast over a million followers on Instagram. Yet, his drawings represent famous figures in his country and abroad or, as he says: “messages of peace.” One could say the same about JR and Banksy. Both men have gone viral multiple times thanks to their murals and interventions. Acting in so-called “no-go” zones worldwide, the artists made murals or had spray transfers fixed in Palestine, the US-Mexico border, Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, and Kenya’s bidonvilles, among others. They have illustrated police brutality, undocumented migration, women’s rights, and ecological issues. JR allegedly funds his projects or follows public commissions (JR, 2022; Harris, 2021), while Banksy, who is followed mainly through social media, sold his “Love is in the Bin” canvas for over £18 million (approximately $22 million) in a 2021 auction (Reyburn, 2018). These mainstream acts represent a trend in self-mediatization that is not entirely divorced from the radical roots of graffiti due to their continuous support for progressive causes. However, they should also remain scrutinized due to the risk of uprooting the radical tradition by buying its spaces for advertising or reducing it to viral content. The following discussion connects to our methodological approach as we try to balance the emerging popularity of a younger generation of graffiti writers in Rome with the social commitment they have voiced on social media.




Understanding Rome’s Graffiti as a Social Justice Practice

The graffiti artists discussed below were selected based on a purposive sample (Zahari & Segumpan, 2022) of frequently mentioned writers in various journalistic online publications. As explained above, this sample recruited names that could represent thriving social media graffiti artists whose work advances social justice themes. Drawing on our recent study (Levy & Diamanti, 2023) that focused on images from Instagram, three main premises were followed to analyze this sample: 1) Social media graffiti and urban graffiti differ in their primary locations and impact on the audience: the former tend to be associated with commodified spaces, and the latter is available to a broader audience in unexpected spots; 2) Urban graffiti in Rome is chiefly visible to ordinary passengers in rail stations or passers-by, and to tourists, even though the latter do not attend the same public spaces as local dwellers; 3) Social media-boosted graffiti is not necessarily depoliticized, but it has offered less possibility of critically informing viewers in the face of format and context limitations in the posting.

In addition to these three premises, our analysis engages with other theoretical concerns. For example, we look at these artists through visual culture interpretations that are not necessarily dependent on the commodified use of visual digital media (Rose, 2012; Gere, 2012). Furthermore, there is a need for more reflexivity concerning the acceptance of these images on one level (urban) or another (digital), much in line with a Lefebvrian view of how spatial negotiations occur and which images may embed in the urban fabric (Lefebvre, 1991; Sandywell, 2012; Burrows & Savage, 2014). Therefore, we use paratexts, including interviews, artists’ biographic information, and social media page content to confer more context to our visual analysis. Thus, we look at the artists advancing graffiti in Rome beyond its commodification and legalization versus those who do not expand outside these contexts. This approach aligns with the previous discussion on the convergences and divergences between legal, illegal, and controversial graffiti and its relationship with historical practice. We also borrow from Rose (2022) on the interplay between material and digital location, in which graffiti can alter the visual economy and the artist’s intentionality in delivering their work.




An Expanding Scene Grounded in Diversity

Many of the writers that emerged in our sample have joined public or private art programs. As active social media players, they appear in commercial venues, such as galleries, as well as traditional graffiti locations, such as public walls and residences; they can be self-funded or partnered with financing or supporting entities. Their social media presence synchronizes with their finishing a new piece of work. Some belong to a younger generation of women, people of color, and independent collectives. Either as social commentators or critical media consumers, their techniques have grown increasingly sophisticated over the past few years. Instead of block letters, one sees more figurative dimensions and elaborated portraits embedded with references to the past and present. Here we focus on one collective, two cis men, two cis women, and a non-binary artist.

Guerrilla Spam is a hybrid group with both street and digital prominence. Created in Florence in 2010, the anonymous team recognizes that, as a social enterprise, they must weigh their actions before hitting the streets. In their words:


We move between muralism and the didactic in schools, communities, shelters, jails, and occupations (squats). We do everything without contradiction, choosing on each occasion the right weight and measure [of the group’s action] (Tomassini, 2019; our translation).



Guerrilla Spam practices sticking and painting, producing large-scale illustrations on public walls. Some of their black-and-white illustrations form caricatures of individuals whose identities are not always immediately apparent to the viewer. In Rome, they have often appropriated billboard space reserved for public administration notices, public parks, pamphlets, buildings, and other empty spots. A significant illustration on a billboard close to Cavour metro station urged passers-by to reflect upon their role and embodied presence in public space. Perfectly set, viewers could not escape looking at them even during the rush of daily commuting. In San Lorenzo, an area damaged by Second World War bombs, they painted a pacifist triptych featuring battle scenes on the sides and, at the center, a large-scale feminine figure representing Mother Earth and Page 281 →the world’s various peoples. These are the same images featured on the walls of the MAAM, as discussed above. The group’s profile on Instagram boasts over 9,000 followers and is said to represent multiple participating artists.


[image: Graffiti piece by Guerrilla Spam consisting of stickers with the following inscription: “Vendo il mio voto, compro il voto e l’anima” (I sell my vote, buy the vote and the soul). Photo available on the En-Ri, Mutant and Proud Flickr account available under a Creative Commons license.]
Figure 13.2.Graffiti piece by Guerrilla Spam “Vendo il mio voto, compro il voto e l’anima” (I sell my vote, I buy the vote and the soul). The photo is available on the “En-Ri, mutant and proud” Flickr account. Available under a Creative Commons license.


MP5 is a Rome-based non-binary artist from Naples whose creations have appeared in several Italian cities (Street Art News, 2016). Their interventions consist of large-scale black-and-white illustrations and sticks carrying gender-related topics. Some pieces are located in Rome’s most prominent urban neighborhoods. In the multi-ethnic district of Tor Pignattara, “Millennials” is a mural representing five full-length female caryatides on a building facade, hinting simultaneously at the generation of millennials and monumental art with ancient Greek inspiration. The artist highlighted the importance of such a feminist message by showing Page 282 →five women as pillars of the building’s roof and as metaphoric pillars of contemporary and ancient society (BSA, 2016). On their website, MP5 defines themself as a muralist, artist, and illustrator with a strong commitment to political causes, activism, and social movements. In collaboration with feminist and transfeminist groups, they painted the walls of a former nightclub repurposed by the trans-queer feminist collective Cagne Sciolte. MP5 is also behind the visual identity of Non Una di Meno (NUDM), a feminist social movement present nationwide. This work showcases masses of women holding hands in solidarity. Here, MP5 created an identifiable aesthetic that assisted in forging the group’s presence in urban and digital spheres beyond public demonstrations. They have evoked historical radicality by multiplying iconography through stickers and sprayed figures. In their well-curated Instagram pages, books, and fashion editorials, their art has caused a hybrid impact when displayed on walls in Rome and, at the same time, converted into GIF images related to the NUDM, which receives digital editing before becoming stickers on Instagram stories.

Manuela Merlo, or UMAN, is an artist born in Rome who was part of the Pittori Anonimi del Trullo, or Anonymous Painters’ Association, in the Trullo neighborhood. The area is a former borgata, a social housing development created under fascism. Several UMAN works have appeared in public housing estates (case popolari) in areas such as Corviale, Pigneto, Pineta Sacchetti, Rebibbia, and Garbatella. Merlo’s work comprises portraits of multiple sizes, mostly personalities from feminist and women’s arts. In “Human” (2022), Merlo depicts a large-scale red-haired woman wearing justice-themed earrings, holding a white dove as she releases origami paper airplanes. This work was part of her 2022 Street for Rights festival entry, where guest street artists painted residential buildings (Move, 2023). On her Instagram page, UMAN emphasizes the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development through her work: justice, peace, and strong institutions for an inclusive and peaceful society. Other portraits by UMAN include Mexican artist Frida Kahlo (Figure 13.3), Serbian artist Marina Abramovic, Italian writer Elsa Morante, Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg, and Italian astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti (Figure 13.4a–b), among other icons of popular culture.


[image: Street art by Manuela Merlo or UMAN portraying Mexican artist Frida Kahlo seen on a house in the Rome’s Trullo neighbourhood. Rome, 2023.]
Figure 13.3.Artist Frida Kahlo depicted by Manuela Merlo, or UMAN, on a wall in the Trullo neighborhood, Rome, 2023. Photo by the authors.



[image: Astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti depicted by Manuela Merlo, or UMAN, on a wall in the Trullo neighborhood, Rome, 2023. Photo by Helton Levy]
Figure 13.4 a-b.Astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti depicted by Manuela Merlo, or UMAN, on a wall in the Trullo neighborhood, Rome, 2023. Photo by the authors.


Page 283 →Merlo’s work is similar to that of JDL, or Judith de Leeuw, a Dutch artist who has worked in Rome. JDL has joined several partnerships to build large murals on LGBTQIA+ rights and environmental issues. In 2020, JDL painted a school facade in the San Paolo neighborhood depicting La Karl du Pigné, or Andrea Berardicuti (1957–2018), a well-known queer activist and drag artist (Haden, 2020). JDL collaborated with the Circolo Mario Mieli and Vladimir Luxuria, two towering figures in local queer activism and politics. In 2023, she painted the large-scale social housing block popularly known as the Serpentone in Corviale, southwest of Rome (Figure 13.5a–b). The 40-meter (131 ft) mural is devoted to environmental issues and depicts Page 284 →a female version of Icarus. The work promoted an interactive element by allowing young residents to write on its base, a reminder of the participatory nature of graffiti. The mural should last two years and then be transformed into non-fungible tokens (NFT) to acquire digital blockchain value.


[image: Large-scale mural by artist JDL painted on the Serpentone, in Corviale, Rome.]
Figure 13.5a-b.JDL mural at the Serpentone, Corviale, Rome. Rome, 2023. Photo by the authors.


The work of Jorit, an Italian-Dutch artist born in Naples, plays with large-scale portraits of individuals connected to social struggles worldwide. In Rome, Jorit’s interventions have included portraits of Marielle Franco, a Brazilian councilwoman murdered after making allegations against a local mafia. This work sits in Quarticciolo, another historical borgata (Barsanti, 2023). Jorit defines himself as an artist who started as a writer, illegally spraying or tagging train wagons, stations, and walls. He has collaborated with museums in Rome and abroad. Jorit has been controversial since his depiction of a young girl on a building in Page 285 →Mariupol, the Ukrainian city that became a battlefield in the war with Russia. In 2023, news circulated that Jorit appropriated a picture of an Australian girl without consent (Tondo, 2023). In his defense, the artist argued that he found the image online and had no ideological message, as the context of the picture remains unclear. In March 2024, Jorit allegedly took another pro-Russia stance after traveling to Sochi to unveil a mural of the Italian actress Ornella Muti. During the visit, he posed for a picture in the company of Russian President Vladimir Putin. Later, he declared on his Instagram account: “The recent visit to Russia is consistent with the path of artistic activism that I have been pursuing for years and, like the previous ones, [this one] aims to spread a message of peace” (Rai News, 2024). This photo caused reactions among Italian media and politicians from the right to the left (Avvenire, 2024). In the art featured here, his mural shows Palestinian activist Ahed Tamimi, who has resisted Israeli occupation. On that occasion, Jorit was briefly detained by the Israeli police for “vandalizing the security fence in the Page 286 →Bethlehem area” after he painted the activist, charged with assaulting police officers (BBC, 2018).


[image: Large-scale mural depicting Palestinian activist Ahed Tamimi and placed on the separation wall, Bethlehem, Palestine.]
Figure 13.6.Ahed Tamimi by Jorit and others, Separation Wall, Bethlehem. Available under the Creative Commons license at JJ Merelo’s Flickr Account.


Harry Greb is an Italian artist based in Rome whose work draws on stereotypical, ready-made, and irreverent posters composed of well-known figures sprayed or painted on the walls of Rome. From Jesus Christ and Pope Francis to Italian politicians, iconic figures have appeared in awkward situations, captioned with critical messages supporting progressive policies. A recent stick in Rome’s city center portrays an Israeli and Palestinian child peacefully playing under a dove with a holy branch. In another famous intervention in Piazza Navona, Jesus Christ dressed in an EU flag holds a boat filled with people on which is written, “Why not?”: a clear message about Europe’s Mediterranean migratory crisis and unsatisfactory government responses to the deaths at sea. Echoing Banksy, Greb has exploited popular themes such as the Covid-19 pandemic, Italian football and history, global warming, and war. These topics and his technique have proved popular in the city’s most unexpected corners and tourist spots, communicating with an Italian audience first and digitally with an international crowd of viewers. Next, we sum up how these artists can advance the discussion on the future of graffiti in Rome.



New Territories for Graffiti in a World-Connected Rome

The above street artists have confronted us with new perspectives on inclusion in graffiti as a digital media practice. We learn that topics about social justice have connected Rome’s graffiti to a budding street art scene, speaking of global themes such as inequality, gender, and popular culture. Despite well-known algorithmic patterns and other constraints to online creativity (Klawitter & Hargittai, 2018), these writers have lived up to an expectation of extending specific sites in the city over the web. Artists such as MP5 have actively promoted social movements and street demonstrations. UMAN, Guerrilla Spam, and JDL have resituated the streets, somewhat increasing the impact of these interventions on other audiences. Harry Greb’s page showcases the encounter between passers-by and street art. Much like Darling and Wilson’s (2016) idea of nuanced Page 287 →encounters, Greb has reflected this commitment to the urban encounter through the artist’s encompassing digital presence and use of unexpected buildings and contexts, as he stated: “I like street art for this reason, placing the works on the street immediately gives you the idea of how an image is perceived” (Isacchini, 2021).

As a circulation site, digital Rome blurs the divides between legal, illegal, or controversial graffiti. This intense format crossover renders graffiti into a language of content that mingles urban expression with other forms of social media content. Jorit’s Instagram, for example, has shown portraits of famous characters and, with them, produced a visual reference to the buildings and places where the art is situated. This constant linkage solves the issue of making street art available under the law by centering it on broadly known characters related to social justice, such as the late Brazilian councillor Marielle Franco. This relationship between site-specific interventions read globally, also seen in UMAN’s female characters in Trullo or JDL and her blockchain-ready murals in Corviale, enlarges Rome’s limits to its former status of Caput Mundi through new and old forms of distribution. Eventually, street artists remind viewers of the link between public art and social justice within or beyond the law (Biedarieva, 2016).

This coupling of the street and digital outlets influences how contemporary Roman graffiti integrates into local and global ambiances. We saw a joint geography of social justice through characters and places that connect with cities such as London, São Paulo, or Mumbai, as graffiti communities form a single space that may share the tactical corners writers used to explore only by themselves. Indeed, the future of Rome’s writers suggests a transcendence from the universe of marginal, sole agents into complex creative enterprises. It can restore the right to the city and the right to politics itself through art (Deutsche, 1996). In this sense, such a movement will help to unmake illegalities of access and distribution while augmenting the possibilities of political engagement to new viewers and admirers worldwide.
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Epilogue

Existing Against the Wind

Cristiana Panella

Translated by James Schwarten1


The words of the title are from a splendid article by Roberto Beneduce and Simona Taliani in which the authors’ compassion for others becomes a form of concrete testimony and denunciation. In the piece they speak of “those subjects who try to exist against the wind, transcending the inconvenience of being-there or, simply, of having been born, stubbornly fighting not to occupy the only role that history seems to have offered them” (Beneduce & Taliani, 2021, 50). Willful souls that have slipped, not only into economic precariousness, but also into the cultural sub-proletariat. Souls who find themselves forced into a condition of minority, deprived of access to citizenship in its widest sense, and also, on a more pervasive level, whose very existence is not recognized, is disavowed. To disavow means to make invisible. In Epistemology of the South: Justice against epistemicide, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2016) takes up and expands two of the well-known concepts with which he explains certain dynamics of denial that have governed North–South relations: “abyssal thought”—“a system of visible and invisible distinctions, the invisible ones being Page 294 →the foundation of the visible ones” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, 45)—and the “sociology of absences and emergencies” (de Sousa Santos, 2002). Abyssal thought is that of Western capitalist modernity, built on the tension between normatization and social emancipation, which aims to identify an absence in the cultures and value systems considered “Southern,” through dynamics that are selective and dichotomizing. That absence indicates social non-existence, as well as economic and cultural dependence. It is a vision of the world in which the “South” also includes lives on the margins of Western urban contexts, as emerges from some of the contributions in this volume. De Sousa Santos considers the invisibilization of these non-aligned cultural spheres as fundamental to the process of selecting what is considered technological-capitalist knowledge, and at the same time the result of that process, a status quo specific to all those systems of representation not governed by the logic of Northern accumulation. Consequently, the sociology of absences constitutes “an enquiry that aims to explain that what does not exist is in fact actively produced as non-existent, that is—as a non-credible alternative to what exists […]. Whatever is produced as nonexistent is radically excluded because it lies beyond the realm of what the accepted conception of inclusion considers to be its other” (de Sousa Santos, 2014, 15 & 189). The conditionality determined by these relationships of inequality therefore produces not only a state of incongruity, of non-credibility and therefore of discrediting, other, Southern forms of thought with respect to the spheres of hyper-industrialized knowledge. More profoundly, it also produces an emptiness that slips from juridical law to existential law. Thus, any response requires a form of justice that is not only economic-juridical, but above all cognitive (“cognitive justice”) (de Sousa Santos, 2018; 2020; 2021).

De Sousa Santos’s reflection, which has influenced recent works on the right to cognitive recognition (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018; Landström, 2024), developed in the broad vein of Subaltern Studies (Guha & Spivak, 1988) and Postcolonial Studies (Mbembe, 2001). It would be difficult not to notice that the need for cognitive, as well as social, justice was already in embryo in Ernesto De Martino’s Note Lucane (1950), which reported the impressions of his first stay in Lucania (Basilicata) at the end of the 1940s, when the ethnologist was a guest of the poet and mayor of Tricarico, Rocco Scotellaro. Here De Martino, confirming the position Page 295 →he had already developed in “Intorno a una storia popolare del mondo subalterno”(1949), considers the will to redemption of the peasants of the Ràbata district of Tricarico as a will to visibility and recognition not only with respect to their living conditions, but also to their peasant culture. In particular, De Martino reports an expression that appears as a civic and political manifesto: “We are the mother of beauty” (De Martino, 2013 [1950], 131). This is a powerful gesture of presence in history, the awareness of being the roots of a beauty that draws meaning from the ethics of peasant values of resilience, adaptation, and nourishment, of being the bread of the world. A beauty of living far from the meaning of urban and intellectual culture developed in that period within the PCI (Italian Communist Party), and that may explain the coldness with which Togliatti welcomed De Martino’s research. The rich substratum of oral literature of the Lucanian rural world demands that the ethnologist restore dignity to the Invisibles not only through ethnographic recording of their daily life, but also through recognizing their world—which the bourgeoisie consider “other”—as cultural expression. This awareness of being part of history resisted despite the fact that their extreme living conditions meant that they were continuously at risk of falling into the abyss of non-presence, or, according to De Martino’s reading of magical belief, the decentralization of the individual, the loss of their individual identity inextricably tied to the norms of the community. De Martino extends this awareness of the value of the subaltern classes to the extra-European colonized peoples involved in the movements for independence of those years, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa. With this broadened perspective, he laid the foundations of a North–South analytical horizon that went beyond Gramscian class analysis and the national “Southern Question” to promote a transversal and humanist right to the presence of subaltern populations as active subjects and bearers of values. Therefore, the Lucanian peasant and the colonized peoples belonged, albeit on different geographical and cultural scales, not only to the same condition of inequality and drive to redemption, but also to the same mechanism of power that represented and therefore produced a “North” and a “South” in cultural and existential terms.2 And yet, as Beneduce and Taliani write, taking up De Martino’s expression, the Invisibles are “whole people” who, despite their social fragility, carry forward a cultural horizon: their roots. Page 296 →They pass on the ethics of a cumbersome but obstinately willing materiality in a hyper-technologized world in which the body is increasingly an accessory through which to create relationships, power, inequality, representation; to build a common understanding, a legitimacy. And at the same time, it is a body that carries an inescapable ethic of being “in presence,” a humanity that is full even when it is in the faultline of non-presence, as in the case of the tarantate of the Salento described by De Martino (1961).

The construction of the Meridione (“Southern Italy”) has found ample space in Italian social sciences (Cassano, 1996; Forlenza & Thomassen, 2016; Sciarelli, 2021). As regards the capital, in Global Rome. Changing Faces of the Eternal City, Thomassen and Vereni (2014) already underlined the hybrid character of the city’s social stratification and its peculiarity as a central periphery, a capital that is not inserted in the cosmopolitanism of the hyper-industrialized cities of the “North” that are considered economic, technological or cultural reference points, nor among the South American megalopolises. This non-cosmopolitan characterization of the city was noted, moreover, from the first decades after Italy’s Unification (Vidotto, 1997). And yet, Rome has been a forge and laboratory of social change precisely by virtue of its fragmentation. For example, through her analysis of some nodes of liminality in Rome’s management, such as in its housing shortage and waste disposal systems, Clough Marinaro (2023) has revealed the functionality of hybrid dynamics that reflect scales of power that are only seemingly separate, but which in reality are interconnected. In the case of the contributions in this volume, if we accept the existence of a liminality that is intrinsic to the Roman governance system, a core element is precisely this relationship of interdependence between invisibility and emergence/emergency that produces permeability between legal, informal, and illegal spheres (Panella & Little 2021). In this sense, Clough Marinaro and Nappa’s chapter in this volume (Chapter 9) proposes some elements that illustrate how the criminal groups operating in the capital “are not external parasitic actors that simply exploit opportunities within the urban context, but rather they develop in symbiosis with it: their internal interests and strategies are intertwined with the external opportunities they encounter (Sciarrone, 2021)”.

Page 297 →Within the macro-connotation of Rome as “Southern,” we can recognize different scales of marginality. The first two sections of this volume, “Dwellings and Discontent” and “Navigating Crossroads,” outline a marginality that translates into an aridity, a dearth of citizenship, which in turn brings with it a condition of existential invisibility. In some of the chapters, the most recognizable form of invisibility is represented by homeless people, many of whom are migrants, whose condition strongly conveys the question of cognitive justice through the evidence of the exposed body. Such exposure comes from a lack of legitimacy caused by the absence of requirements that official society typically demands: a fixed abode or a gender determined by biological sex, for example, which exist in an interdependence of deficiencies, such as not having a job, and therefore of citizenship rights. A body that is in itself “against” because it is “contrary” in its state of apparent passivity. In reality, with its bulk it constitutes a profound sounding board that changes the geographical and moral landscape of the city, which forces it to be seen. The presence of bodies “outside the norm” is shaped by their embodiment of precariousness. In some of the chapters, this is the consequence of a condition of “urban uninhabitability” (Grazioli, Chapter 3), built on the basis of inequalities in access to citizenship, which leads to an existential nomadism, to a gap into which anyone can fall. Those “outside the norm,” like the sick, like the outcasts, like the dead, force us to acknowledge a presence that we prefer to keep repressed. A diagnosis domesticates a disease, explains it in such a way as to make it suited to rationality. In the same way, a funeral welcomes debts and credits, creates an altar for memory, incorporates, maternally. In the absence of ritual, we have delegated this echo of public and private apocalypses to those that are plagued on our behalf, to those who are outside the established reality learned through mimesis. Similarly, beyond its normative function, the insistence on “urban decorum” exorcises the risk of falling, of failure, of social disappearance. Antinori (Chapter 5) reminds us of them, the looming “piles” of the homeless people who camp out at Termini Station. Wreck-bodies outside the monumentality of the city, with its roots of stone against roots of sand and rusty earth: bodies that are “indecorous” because they are “out of place.” This is an aesthetic norm that, as Antinori points out, slips into racial and class discrimination. Within the same Page 298 →context of Termini, Haynes (Chapter 6) shows how the notion of “urban decorum” is linked to people’s capacity to assimilate into the canon of the good citizen. It transforms the excessive, those difficult to accommodate, those who are recalcitrant despite themselves, into in-decents; that is, in the etymological sense of the term, “inconvenient” (from the Latin decère: to comply).

Testifying to a further landscape of inequality, the clearances and evictions described by both Cacciotti (Chapter 4) and Grazioli (Chapter 3) reveal the civil value of the out-of-place body, in spite of itself, as an object that forces society and the law to stumble. These removals indicate how much the odysseys of finding housing are really due to an endemic social depression more than to any real “emergency.” They are the consequence of an economic and financial system that makes the housing shortage chronic and entrenched, thereby fueling the fragility that comes from moving from home to home and that is then judged within a sedentary system of values. As Lancione also shows (2023), this value system conveys the norm that a “house” is a home in which to “stay,” in which to express one’s personality, one’s social status, and one’s planning, and which finds its moral opposite in the non-house, which becomes not-staying, not being able to plan, and therefore not-being. In this dominant representation the house is a vector of economic and social accumulation. It is in this context, in my opinion, that “eviction” reveals itself to be iconic, for two opposite yet interdependent reasons. Its primary meaning is the desire to make absent, in the Lacanian sense; to remove from view a presence considered indecent, inappropriate for the public arena, for health or safety reasons. As Mauloni shows, these reasons also become moral, creating, I would add, an interdependence between “dirty” and “bad” that characterizes many marginalized realities in which elements that are socially considered to represent “poverty,” such as housing nomadism, automatically convey moral judgments (Kristeva, 1982; Malkki, 1992; Gerrard & Farrugia, 2015; Howarth, 2022; Howarth et al., 2024; Tutic et al., 2024). The materiality of evictions denies these people’s belonging to citizenship by stamping as illegal not only their daily life but also the vital objects that have built its memory, of extreme precariousness, yes, but the only life of those who are exposed: tents, gas stoves, blankets: the coordinates of existences on the edge, and also of a lifestyle considered Page 299 →“uncivilized.”3 On the other hand, the void left by making absent testifies to an impotence, to a declaration of surrender. With this I do not mean to minimize the need to intervene where there is, on both sides, an actual danger to people’s safety, as also discussed in regard to Covid-protection measures in the city’s public spaces by Haynes (Chapter 6). However, it is necessary to operate according to a deontology whereby the representation of danger is not built on the basis of prejudice.

A further element of making absent implicit in the clearances and the evictions seems to me to be the fact that these measures reflect a Roman cultural undertow that has remained fundamentally latifundist. This centuries-old legacy of strata upon strata, the accumulation of “inert” lands of little productivity, assigned in sharecropping to peasants with few means and abandoned by absent owners, underlies a political and financial habitus in which inertia becomes an instrument of income. Speaking of Rome’s Villaggio Breda, in the mid-1970s Grazia Francescato analyzed the conditions of the Italian borgate and showed how the capital, which seemingly welcomed everyone, in reality rejected and discriminated due to its lack of infrastructure. It thereby fostered a labor pool which was precarious and low-skilled; a dynamic in which the only ones to gain were “the shack-builders, for whom a settlement of shacks or temporary houses means a real investment” (Francescato, 1974). Therefore, rather than being exclusively predatory or, to use a postcolonial term, “extractive” activities for productive purposes, it seems to me that in the case of Rome what prevails is a predation of deuxième degré by absorption, by involution. It is the habit of allowing things to decay, of which evacuation and eviction are epiphenomena, embedded in the monumental resilience of a city that since the pre-imperial era has consumed itself through reuse and reinhabitation. A clear example was the Colosseum which in the 15th century became a condominium of rented lots, then a stronghold of the Frangipane family and a refuge for hermits (Marano, 2013). Pizzo (Chapter 2) writes of “rentier capitalism” to indicate this accumulation of wealth, flanked since the beginning of the 21st century by “rentier populism” following the touristification of housing, particularly in the historic center. The exponential pace of this phenomenon makes even more strident its opposite face: the stagnation that underlies individual hardship, evictions and clearance procedures. The auto-ethnographic contribution by Page 300 →Conti (Chapter 8) goes in the same direction. Here too, through a body “disabled” in various ways, an unavoidable obstacle is narrated, a gravity that in the face of the difficulty of accessing the city leads to stagnation, disillusionment and, ultimately, disengagement. Conti cites the current expression used to comment on the dysfunctions of the administration, “They leave things half done,” to indicate a condition in which no-one takes responsibility for the concrete effects of distress: “the landscape of political and social responsibilities,” she writes, “is so blurred and indistinct that attributing blame becomes an exercise in futility, rendering it ‘subject-free.’” An immanent inertia that is not intentionally hostile, but that creates hostility with the absence of public care.

In the face of these forms of severe marginality, the third section of the volume, “Urban Alchemies,” tells of more temperate marginal contexts, from a spatial perspective. These are contexts within which recognized social actors, for example volunteers, activists or others permanently inserted in a network of relationships (family, work, social activities), participate in the emergence of projects for artistic and social support and resistance. This is what de Sousa Santos means by “emergence.” In this specific case, it occurs through people engaged in more or less informal associative initiatives, or spontaneous socialization, as shown in the contributions by Guerzoni (Chapter 10) on the appropriation of urban spaces by skaters and by Coletti and Simone (Chapter 11) on the evolution of the Nonna Roma food bank. Fiocco and Gorchakovskaya (Chapter 12) propose a reading of the Urbe through transfeminist visual activism in a perspective of decolonization of powers, while in Chapter 13 Levy and Diamanti show the liminal and changing juridical nature of graffiti in some peripheral neighborhoods of the capital. On one hand these elements are exposed a latere to moral judgment and on the other they are forges of creativity aimed at social cohesion.

In the context of this general framework of the book, some detailed considerations are in order. The volume begins with a declaration of intent toward the heterogeneous micro-worlds in the capital, with particular attention, as we have seen, to the contexts of marginality and discrimination. Certainly, repeated references to Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1972) respond to the stratified and changing character of Rome and give rise to reflections that continue to be valid. For example, for Leonia, Page 301 →Calvino’s city of waste due to consumerism, the idea of “waste,” of “dross,” could be extended to the representation of some social categories, such as the Roma camps,4 and to the millenary sedimentation, the coexistence, of foundries, food warehouses, insulae, catacombs, ceramic factories, and reused buildings. At the same time, Invisible Cities are such because everyone sees their own in them; they exist by virtue of assonances and resonances created by the writer/reader themselves in the face of “objective” evidence, in accordance with the norm, required by social organization, by “common sense.” Yet, although the approach of urban sociology allows us to locate large-scale social realities in space and to bring out trends and perspectives, as a social and cultural anthropologist I cannot help but notice how qualitative complexity is lost in macroscopic accounts. I am thinking, for example, of the contribution by Lelo, Monni and Tomassi (Chapter 1) on the “seven cities” of Rome, precisely because of its laudable attempt to propose an overall view of the spatial and economic mobility of the capital. The three authors have taken Calvino’s work as a tool for reading the social characterization of the capital, recognizing seven different manifestations of the city. This allows us to have an immediate snapshot of some economic and spatial realities, to visualize overall coordinates.5 Nonetheless, we might also invite a qualitative approach, of individual trajectories rather than categories, to make visible the interaction between heterogeneous and contiguous dynamics that in everyday life are more fragmented than maps can convey. For example, the impossibility for young people to continue their studies and therefore to find a job, does not only exist within a “deprivation loop.” Seemingly economically stable families are impoverished by relationships of solidarity that coexist within the family itself, such as paying for children’s studies or care for elderly or otherwise non-self-sufficient members. This is a long-lasting but low frequency state of deprivation that is widespread in the city and has a profound impact on family lifestyles. We are not privy to those untraceable, habitual sacrifices that are made within families and which have repercussions on education, on the values transmitted, that allow us to give our children much more than we reserve for ourselves, creating a fictitious economic status. These dynamics are difficult to record without long-term qualitative research. Furthermore, on a small scale, one of the macro-gears of the Roman economy is hidden within them: indebtedness, Page 302 →whether it occurs within a context of solidarity, such as the family or voluntary organization, with a bank or, more worryingly, through usury. Debt is a transversal phenomenon in Rome that also concerns seemingly flourishing economic situations and commercial activities.6

A further element that is little explored in these contributions is also worth taking into consideration. In addition to the obvious discrepancy between the rhetorical representation of the Eternal City and the everyday categories of “extreme” Invisibles on which the lens of socio-anthropological analysis usually focuses, it seems to me that the feeling of being stripped of legitimacy and urban citizenship has spread over the years to a large segment of working- and middle-class inhabitants. Grazioli (Chapter 3) evokes the case of L.’s family, Italians caught in the endemic “housing crisis” that characterizes the capital, but here we are still dealing with mobility due to economic fragility. We can also discern a more muted percolation of disillusionment, though. Simply speaking with lifelong friends, belonging to an increasingly blurred middle class, I have perceived for years in their words a feeling of exclusion that goes beyond economic difficulty and undermines the very filiation with their own city. In the Rome of my childhood and adolescence, between the mid-70s and the mid-80s, the adjective “smagato,” used in the Roman vernacular of those years, brought back a well-tested and snide irony, the very Roman habit of navigating the contradictions and pitfalls of everyday life by following the wind, in the pulsation of a city that, despite private and collective difficulties, sheltered with its welcoming charm, immovable, for better or for worse. Today “smagato” would seem to mean “that which has lost its magic” of a phlegmatic and overwhelming beauty, of a popular extraordinariness.

In other cases, if one cannot speak of disillusionment, one observes a profound and irreversible change. In a recent conversation, a childhood friend allowed me to add another piece to the slow, sometimes invisible, process of change that the capital has been experiencing for at least two decades. One of the memories of our “popular” (popolare) Rome, which in the 70s meant simply “everyday” for the middle class to which we belonged, was the fact of playing in the street. This friend, who grew up in the historic Esquilino district, noticed that today children from families that have been Roman for several generations no longer play in the Page 303 →street. Children of parents from China, Morocco, Türkiye, sub-Saharan Africa play in the neighborhood’s streets. And she added: “This has always been a popular (i.e., of the people) neighborhood, but today they are the people, not us.”7 In these words there is not only the observation of a change in the social stratification of the neighborhood, also evident in the concentration of shops run by mainly Chinese or Bangladeshi shopkeepers, but also the fact that this change has entailed a handover with respect to the habitus that made up the “cultural intimacy” (Herzfeld, 2016) of the neighborhood itself. In this sense, the term “popular” is not an economic or class indicator, but rather a transversal legacy of gestures and habits that give the neighborhood its imprint and shape its memory. In this regard, the friend’s mother remembered that in the 1950s a classmate of hers from the Roman upper-middle class traveled to a well-known high school in the neighborhood from Grotte Celoni, the extreme outskirts of Casilina, on the STEFER tram (which became ACOTRAL in 1976 and is now COTRAL).8 Traveling the stretch of railway connecting Grotte Celoni to Termini Station was a shared intimacy deeply rooted in the social memory of the residents of East Rome.

Therefore, while the relational impoverishment brought about by Covid-19 has certainly contributed to instilling a sense of disorientation and has caused a weakening in social relationships, it must be said that the people “Evicted from Eternity”—the historical shopkeepers and tenants of the Monti district described fifteen years ago by Michel Herzfeld (2009)—today are the inhabitants of Roma 70, Montesacro, Boccea, Balduina, the areas that Lelo, Monni and Tomassi call the “compact city.” The inhabitants of Rome. Those who often remain outside even the specific interest of the social sciences, in particular of social anthropology, being too little discriminated against, officially not precarious enough, perhaps having a house of their own, inherited or purchased with their parents’ savings. They do not live in Corviale, San Basilio or the Idroscalo in Ostia; they are the anonymous members of an eroded middle class in a city mortified in its abandoned heritage, as the parable of the Forlanini hospital shows.9 A city increasingly divided into three parts: an institutional perimeter that has remained foreign, like the Vatican and the Curia, to the life of the Romans, and an area labeled “historic center” that remains fundamentally consistent, in the tourist promotion of what is presented Page 304 →as national “Culture.” This is the perimeter of imperial Rome and a few other loci of representation (Vatican Museums and Castel Sant’Angelo, Galleria Borghese, Capitoline Museums). The third part is an increasingly extensive and blurred gap of resilience, of silent sacrifices, which does not even have the “problematic” visibility of the suburbs. Years ago, I was conducting research in a neighborhood of eastern Rome, and one evening I found myself in the car with a social worker. This young woman lived in her city, the one where she was born and graduated, she had a precarious job, parents and a dense network of friends and neighborhood activities. Along the sides of the dark streets, the neon lights of small businesses run by Egyptians and Bangladeshis passed by and disappeared. We were commenting on a serious situation that had occurred to some migrants days before, and while she was driving she said something to me that I have not forgotten: “You know, there is no difference between me and them: this car is my parents’, I share an apartment with a roommate, I can’t ask for a mortgage, I can’t start a family, I have nothing. That’s why we are brothers.” I believe that, beyond the economic and urban variants, this feeling of exclusion is the true invisible, under-the-radar city of Rome. They are all reliable citizens because they have developed a long-term tolerance toward the flaws of the administration, a transgenerational habit of accommodation, as long as this is not openly illegal, as Clough Marinaro (2023) has pointed out. The city of those who hold out and somehow act as a bulwark, like an army of trees. Despite everything, they enable the city to be livable.

Rome, this city founded on the perennial cohabitation between dissipation and repair, evacuation and occupation, construction and burials, is never definitive. Because in Rome nothing is definitively buried, everything is a base, earth brought in to build something else; everything is permeated with other voices, other imprints, intertwined like an opus incertum, by assembling different materials and stones. A daily life from which flows pomp and poverty, that repeats a complacence of grandeur through excess of beauty; a jovial slovenliness that vindicates itself through the age-old habit of papal indulgences and self-absolution. But at the same time, it shares the legacy of the fossa del Mundus, home of Cecere, where the living met with the dead. An intimacy of archaic and faithful wonders. Eternally all together.



Notes


	1The Editors are grateful to John Cabot University for funding the translation of this text.

	2In Italian demo-ethno-anthropological studies, the debate on class relations had developed in the wake of Marxist research into which the collection of written texts and oral literature converged, oriented above all from a philological and classificatory perspective on the antiquitates, or “popular traditions”, already recorded by the Jesuits during the 18th century to eradicate pagan “beliefs” (Armano, 2018). Fabio Dei has offered a careful analysis of the legacy of demology in the orientations of Italian socio-cultural anthropology with respect to the concepts of “hegemonic” and “subaltern,” showing how already at the end of the 1950s the Italian academic debate centered on the appropriateness of considering folkloric studies a true branch of anthropology (Dei, 2015).

	3A further emblematic example of this type of ethical and social limen is offered by the Silo of Trieste. Used for years as a dilapidated makeshift shelter for migrants coming across the Slovenian border, this former warehouse was definitively cleared by the Trieste administration on 21 June 2024. The archaeology of its liminality goes back much further, though. Initially used as a collection point for Jews to be deported to Auschwitz, in the 1950s it became a landing place for thousands of Italian refugees from Tito’s Yugoslavia. The structure was divided into small compartments, in conditions of total overcrowding and precariousness, “in a kind of small artificial city set apart” (Altin, 2020, 3), where despite everything people tried to “make a home” by posting photos of decorated Christmas trees and arranging tablecloths and furniture (ibid.). As in a legacy of grievances that has continued to this day, the Italians who flocked from Istria and Dalmatia were called “refugees” in a derogatory sense, accused of “political infidelity or ambiguity, considered not only ‘homeless’ but also ‘without a country,’ and, consequently, ‘with no moral and legal ties’”, as well as being seen as a potential danger with respect to the availability of work and public housing (Altin, 2020, 4).

	4On the representation of Roma as “human waste,” see Stasolla (2020).

	5See also Lelo et al. (2019).

	6Similarly, the “affluent city” contains nuances, such as the growing impoverishment in some areas of northern Rome (Ferrigni, 2021), or the parts of EUR that expand well beyond the business districts and that have long been inhabited by non-affluent residents. It is also important to note that the wealthy pockets and “mansions” of the Appian Way exist cheek by jowl with the flows and neighborhood life of Appia Pignatelli/Quarto Miglio.

	Page 306 →7In recent years, some areas of Esquilino, in particular Piazza Vittorio, have acquired considerable real estate value also due to the presence of personalities from the worlds of art and entertainment who have taken up residence in the neighborhood.

	8Today this stretch is served by the C line of the metro.

	9The Forlanini hospital, located between Monteverde and Portuense, originated as a sanatorium in the 1930s and acquired global fame as a treatment center for tuberculosis. Its architecture was ground-breaking for the time. As the foundations were being laid, a natural underground crater, filled by a fresh water spring, was discovered. Its pure water was used for the sanatorium’s daily activities, while food was stored in the space around it at a stable 10°C all year round. Other features of the building’s architecture (including two museums and a theatre) and gardens contributed to its uniqueness. With the end of the tuberculosis crisis, it was downgraded to a normal hospital and merged with other ones in the area, until 2015 when it was closed for financial reasons. It then became a dumpsite, a place for people to scavenge metals and stone, and a space for homeless people to sleep. Following various civil society initiatives, in 2024 an agreement was announced by the Italian state and the Vatican to turn it into an additional hub of the Bambino Gesù hospital (owned by the Vatican).
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