Alter-politics and the commons in Italy: the case of Bologna (field trip 4-10 June 2018)
Interviews

1. Annabella Losco, association piazza dei colori 21, 5/6/2018

2. Ilaria Bertoni, involved in a cultural association, 6/6/2018

3. Francesco Gregorio Arena, chair of Labsus, 6/6/2018

4. R.A., Kilowatt co-operative, 7/6/2018 [Anonymous; don’t disclose]
5. P. P., activist of XM24, 7/6/2018 [Anonymous; don’t disclose]
6. Maurilio Pirone, activist of the social centre TPO and researcher, 8/6/2018

7. Donato di Memmo, officer in charge of the commons in the municipality of Bologna, 8/6/2018

8. LA and LB, activists of social centre Làbas, 8/6/2018 [Anonymous; don’t disclose]
Visits to sites
1. Piazza dei colori, space and association

2. Kilowatt, co-operative using a space offered by the municipality under commons contract

3. XM24, occupied space under contract with the municipality

4. The Bologna municipality, office for the commons

5. Làbas, social centre using space under contract with the municipality
Discussion

a. General
Discourse and political practice around the commons in present-day Italy are pervasive, and they are perceived by several political actors and orientations as a constructive alternative and response to the economic, social and political crisis. Commons-related activity has often focussed around specific issues, such as water and culture, and is anchored at the level of the municipality. As noted in earlier field reports, the role of law and jurists is particularly prominent in commoning processes in the Italian context. In these interviews held in Bologna and the visits to associations, we delved into the function of legislation in promoting and regulating the politics of the commons in Italy. Furthermore, we sought to trace out the distinctive political praxis around the commons on both an institutional and a grassroots level. Despite several divergences in political perspective, background and modalities of action, a common pattern of alternative politics of the commons has emerged, which is largely shared across institutional, mainstream, associational and radical activist strands of thought and practice. 

The ‘heteropolitics of the commons’ or ‘bene comuni’ in contemporary Italy is 

1) the politics of ordinary citizens who participate in both the determination and the execution of collective projects, mainly in urban spaces, but not alone. It is a renewed democracy of both co-decision and co-making, which generates sentiments of empowerment and joy to the participants, who feel that they can make a difference (interviews AL, IB, GA). Hence, it is

 2)  practice-oriented and pragmatic rather than primarily ideological and absorbed in ideological debates, or defined from the outset by a broader political project, or focussed on decision-making and public consultation. The common activity is primarily that which renders ‘common’ a space, a resource or a particular good. The politics of the commons is not politically neutral. But it is not ideologically or party-politically coloured in the way 20th century politics and political activism used to be. Moreover, it is interested in immediate results which are beneficial for all or for a particular collective.
3) In different manners, it also crucially cultivates a particular ethic and affectivity. It is a politics of care whereby ordinary citizens (and activists) take care of urban spaces, collective projects and various groups of people, such as children or migrants. This politics is aimed at creating better social relations and a better quality of life for individuals and groups. It crafts welcoming, easy-going spaces in which people carry out collective activities that generate feelings of joy and happiness despite the efforts they have to put (interviews AL, IB, GA).
4) The heteropolitics of the Italian commons combines individual autonomy, the free choice of individuals who opt to engage in an activity as they wish, according to individual desires, needs and competences, with collaboration and action in concert. It sets up communities of freely associated individuals which offer room for divergent choices and activities. It is situated beyond both self-centred individualism and a homogenising collectivism which stifles individual liberty. It meets the individual’s needs for community, new social bonds and social trust under circumstances of social dissolution, alienation and crisis. But it does so on terms which sustain individual autonomy and particularity (interviews AL, IB, GA).
5) This alter-politics is horizontalist, rather than fully horizontal. It tends to blur and unsettle divisions and hierarchies between administrators, politicians, leaders and citizens, while maintaining or benefiting from the different competences of different people.
6) The heteropolitics of the commons in Italy is highly diverse, heterogeneous and open. It engages people from different walks of life, social backgrounds and political consciousness, driven by different motives and ideas. It knits new bonds among people, who can liaise with strangers through common and creative activities. It is open to the participation of a diverse multitude, but it rests on a minimal practical consensus around the features and values of alternative common politics as outlined here. The practical and pragmatic inflection of the Italian commons fosters this openness to diversity.
7) It is often facilitated by institutions, mainly municipal authorities and regulations, which authorize access to urban spaces, the civic use of urban resources, empty buildings etc., and may offer funding, technical expertise or other technical and administrative aid.
8) It is innovative, renewing existing structures and spaces or creating new ones and new collective projects, communities, social spaces and relations.

9) It is glocal, i.e. both local and global, crossing national boundaries and identities. Most commoning activities in the Italian urban (or rural) context are time-and space-specific, rooted in particular localities, resources and spaces, from abandoned buildings to city gardens. However, the common good they construct or care for is available to strangers, tourists and others visiting Italian cities. And it can be connected with similar commoning practices in other countries and municipalities. Indeed, there are growing ties between promoters, activists and political actors of the commons in Italy, Spain and other countries, reaching up to Brazil, where municipalities want to introduce versions of the Italian regulatory framework for bene comuni.
b. Law as an enabling tool for the commons, and municipal administration
· According to Gregorio Arena, in the 1990s, in Italy a number of associations demanded a reform of the constitution, which would enact the principle of ‘subsidiarity,’ i.e. citizens’ participation in the administration and collective works. The principle was introduced in the Italian constitution in 2001 (article 118, last comma). This stipulates that all state institutions, on all levels, must favour the autonomous initiatives of citizens, individuals or associations, for fostering the general interest on the basis of subsidiarity. The constitutional principle places citizens on the same level as local administration without externalizing services. Citizens, as allies of the administration, in horizontal relations, address together the various crises –economic, climatic, of migration etc. ‘In a complicated world, the management of collective affairs by the administration alone is too simplistic.’ Jurists then came to apply directly the constitution by producing a regulatory framework which bypasses national legislation by introducing municipal legislation on the basis of the constitution. Labsus was established in 2005 by professors of administrative law to further this project.
Bologna was the starting point. On 22 February 2014, they presented the regulation to the public. Since then, more than 150 cities have adopted the regulation with the aid of Labsus. Italian citizens increasingly take care of the places where they live with alegria. Citizens rediscover democracy and recreate ties among them, reacting to individualism. This is another politics, without the political colours of the past. 

Regarding the power relations between citizens and institutions, the regulation for the commons entails a loss of power concentration in the municipality. But politicians –e.g. mayors- as distinct from bureaucrats have recognized the value of collaboration with citizens. Moreover, citizens press administrators for the adoption of the regulation, even where mayors are not interested, as in Rome. There, citizens have formed a coalition for the common good and they seek to overwhelm the administration. Bureaucrats often block the implementation of the regulation. ‘The only way to convince them is through its positive effects.’
The nub of the regulatory framework is article 5: the pacts of collaboration, the contracts made between groups of citizens and the municipality in order to serve bene comuni. The most diverse combination of factors enters into these pacts, from scouts to citizens’ associations and migrants. This variety is combined with the resources of the administration and generates added value for the community. The relationship between the common good and the community is circular. The community is created around a certain good, which then becomes common.
· According to Donato di Memmo, the city officer responsible for the commons in the municipality of Bologna, the city administration decided to enact the regulation because they needed to regain contact with the citizens, which was maintained in the past by intermediaries. This contact is crucial for governing a big city like Bologna under contemporary conditions of complexity.

The growing citizens’ participation –in 2014 they received 550 proposals from formal and informal groups- raised the stakes for the administration, which needs to change its structure and mode of operation. It must begin to operate more flexibly and less bureaucratically. There is a need for a paradigm shift in the municipal administration.
The second challenge is to reach out and involve people from different cultural and educational backgrounds, beyond those with higher academic qualifications and cultural capital. The administration needs to go out and approach people at the markets or through the web.
Three moments of required change in the administration: 1) the mayor should communicate to bureaucrats the right way to govern the city; 2) the administration should apply rules intelligently, aiming at the attainment of objectives; 3) their vertical structure, which is separated from the citizens, should be transformed into transversal and horizontal. The centrepiece of this transformation: citizens should be able to address themselves to the same office in order to pursue their objectives; the same office should be able to assume all tasks. 

Three further nodal points: 1) transparency, acting in a visible way and explaining to citizens the process and the reasons of decision-making; 2) fewer rules, clearer and more flexible to serve people rather than cause problems; 3) the attitude of bureaucrats should change. They should be educated differently in order to think and act so as to facilitate the achievement of results for citizens. They should overcome defensive bureaucracy, which is afraid to make errors.
The administration co-decides with citizens, but it should also protect the public interest, in some cases, against the particular interests of particular groups.
The political vision and the broader political effect [Arena]: The commons can lead to a society of care, trust and sharing, which fills in the lack of ideas about the future. This lack has been produced by the demise of the great ideologies of the past. The void generates fear, but this can be remedied through trust and sharing. The communities of the commons could become a new collective subject, appealing to ‘normal people’ who don’t occupy buildings... Moreover, there is a movement to create a new party for the commons by the mayors of the commons, led by the mayor of Parma.
c. Post-hegemonic politics in social centres and beyond
The interviews with activists and researchers engaged in the social centres of Bologna, Làbas and TPO indicate that these centers seek to play a political role by cultivating a different, antagonistic political conscience and by aggregating individuals and activities into a collective subject or space that can also energize broader civic assemblages. In particular, they seek to increase their social outreach beyond the confines of the historical social centers of the recent past, which tend to be more ideologically rigid, pure and closed upon themselves. Despite assuming the function of a (counter-hegemonic actor) that establishes equivalences among social struggles and activities, co-ordinates them and infuses them with a common meaning, they are also post-hegemonic insofar as they tend to be more open, focused on common practice, diverse and aspiring to horizontal relations with their allies and citizens.
· According to LA and LB, Làbas, which started as a three-day occupation of an old barracks in the city of Bologna, was evicted and has now moved to a new space granted by the municipality through a ‘commons’ pact. This is presented as a non-typical social centre. It was largely a response to the political crisis, and it revolves around several participatory projects, including a nursery, a dormitory for migrants etc., which were gradually transformed into a political project. Their aim was to also move beyond their walls, talk to society at large and liaise with the neighbourhood. Several of them in Làbas had a background in antagonistic (alterglobal) social movements and social centre. But they wanted to reach out to people, to initiate projects open to anyone to participate, to valorize and sustain their internal diversity. They sought another way to stay together, to use spaces and the city, a different way of doing politics –different in relation to the history of political and social ‘antagonism’ in Italy, different from typical, closed social centres and political parties. The difference lies in that they tried to connect with people and to open up participation to anyone for various projects, without dogmas and set boundaries.
For them, politics was, first, a welfare solution to the crisis. But, mainly, it is action beyond different identities, on the basis of minimum shared values –antifascism and antiracism. They are open to various people, not only activists, and to new ideas. The heterogeneous mix of motives, political discourses and activities can converge around particular actions related to specific projects. They decide through a horizontal assembly, which also recognizes complexity, diverse knowledges and competences.
Key axis: the socialization of politics and the politicization of society. They make public calls to citizens to discuss and to act together on political issues, organizing open public assemblies for collective action. They address society in the manner of Zapatistas. They seek to intercept actors who take part in public life, to influence them and to imbue social activities with a political conscience and orientation. But this process changes them as well. They have an impact on society, but then society enters their social centre and affects them.
At the same time, they founded the political agency of ‘bona le’ (meaning ‘OK’), a group that engaged in a dialogue with political parties, mainly the Civic Coalition, which is a municipalist electoral list.

· According to Maurilio Pirone, activist in TPO, social engagement is a new way to politicize society. Young people are interested in practical engagements, such as lessons of Italian to migrants, a gym, after school services, rather than in general political involvement. These experiences are not the solution, but they are small examples of what could be the solution. Τhe emphasis on mutualism is a response to the crisis and the neoliberal drive to individualize. The socialization of politics means, on the other hand, that politics should be rooted in society and social needs, dismissing the tradition of the autonomy of politics. People should use institutions to affect power, but politics must be centered in the ground of society. We should horizontalize, i.e. create webs of social activity, and then also verticalize, express these instances in existing and new institutions. 
In 2016, TPO and Làbas participated in a political process to form a civic coalition that would run in local elections, including both civil society and activists. This is a new form of political engagement, but it is still difficult. It was conceived as a tool to give voice to needs and mobilizations that would otherwise be excluded. One of their aims was to change the dominant forms of mobilization. The city level is important for this in the last years. It is easier to participate on this level, and it has become the center of neoliberal pressures. Hence, it has become a focal point for politics. Politics needs to open and find new forms of organization that keep the door open to moments of political upsurge and intense mobilization, but also attain continuity in action. Still, the local level is not enough. The national and the European are also crucial…
The challenge is to resist right-wing populism and to give real voice to the people. The force of right-wing populism is the obverse side of the weakness of the ‘heteropolitical’ option.
Maybe the class question will return. Reference to ‘the people’ could not solve the problems, because society is not only thing.

The difference with Spain is that in Italy they had no 15 M movement, and that the search for innovation in political forms has been largely absorbed by the 5 Stars movement.

The regulatory framework for the commons has been introduced by the city of Bologna, traditionally dominated by PD, because they understand the representative politics is in crisis and that society is eroding. Mostly, this is a top-down process of inviting people to participate in workshops – a neoliberal way to politicize society. It is telling that before the large demonstration of up to 20000 people, the city government was not supportive of Làbas… In the newly granted space of Làbas, the administration cannot easily adapt. They require permits for all activities there, music, alcohol, the bio-market. The key question is who decides, and the local administration decides the forms of participation.

We live in an interregnum. The past and old institutions are still here, we need to deal with them.
· Αccording to P. (XM24), the city no longer allows occupation and forces the idea that you need to pass from a laboratory with the municipality in order to get a space. The contracts for the civic use of an urban space are provisional and precarious. Hence groups are always in danger of being evicted, and this has happened with very adverse effects. 
The administration has appropriated the self-management discourse of social movements, but its aim is to reduce social frictions and to gain votes. The city administration forces all collectives to assume the legal form of the association in order to enter and use a social space. Làbas eventually adopted this form, but other groups, such as XM24, has resisted for a long time, because it freezes the collective into a specific structure and fixed rules or values, and it draws distinctions between those included (who have signed and are members of the association in its registry) and all others in a changing movement. It also requires the group to elect a president. In XM24 they improvised. They established a ‘Comitato per la protezione e la tutela delle esperienze sociali autogestite’ (COMITATO ESA), which signed the document of the pact as a guarantor of the assembly. They stated in the preamble that the document was drafted because the municipality could not recognize their experimentation. The Comitato was an attempt to go beyond the limits of the enforced legal form and juridical person of the association. In XM24 they see the association as a battlefield, as it shapes collective activity.
· In Làbas [LB], their relationship to the commons is ambivalent and political. To begin with, this concept was introduced to them from ‘the outside’, from social actors who entered the centre. They view the municipalist commons as a top-down process and rhetoric. But they also approach it agonistically, as a battlefield. When they were first evicted from their original occupation, they responded by calling upon the municipality to realize ‘for once’ its rhetoric of the commons rather than limit it to the usual process of giving work to business. Furthermore, the current connection and engagement with municipalist projects in other cities, notably Barcelona and Ada Colau who has been invited by the city of Bologna in a common encounter and public discussion, marks an interesting political change and opening on the city level…
d. Economic sustainability, platform business as commons, and the political: the case of Kilowatt

Kilowatt, according to R.A., is a co-operative based in Le Serre dei Giardini Margherita, a co-working space, garden etc. which they use through a pact with the municipality since 2015. Their main objective is to help people interested in social business to find a sustainable model for pursuing social projects if they want to form a co-op.

Kilowatt, in effect, is a system, which comprises a creative studio, a consultancy on social innovation and social impact, a kindergarten and a co-working space.

They strive to produce models [or ‘prototypes’] of social innovation in business which are sustainable and can be replicated, beyond both non-profits and Silicon Valley rhetoric. They offer step-by-step assistance to people with projects which aim at social innovation and sustainability along three lines: social, environmental and economic. When they design a project, they place emphasis on impact, on how it affects publics by drawing a map of these publics and the possible impact on them. They start with an ‘impact statement’: what kind of change they want, what resources are available.
In a sense, Kilowatt makes up a platform co-operative insofar as they share its principles although they are not based on a digital platform. Their difference from capitalist business is that they distribute, rather than extract, values, by creating an environment for people to learn and by building sustainable models. Moreover, they are horizontal, functioning as a bossless organization.

Horizontality implies the absence of rigid hierarchies, the combination of individual freedom and creativity with collaboration. They afford space for the expression of different talents and interests. They co-design particular projects but they let collaborators to pursue new ones. Distributed leadership entails also that they seek consensus in decision-making, but people with more knowledge can give more directions, without becoming authoritarian. The partners (7) co-decide, the employees (6) have a say in their areas, and they are consulted by partners if they can contribute. This structure is also combined with security for partners and employees provided through long-term work contracts. 
The replication of their model depends not only on the selection of people with appropriate skills but also on the cultivation of a co-operative mentality.

This is another politics: their different model of governance, which also articulates a discourse about bossless organizations that they consider very important to spread. They function, thus, as a space of advocacy that can influence public discourse but eschews the dominant polarity in Bologna between institutions and social movements. 
· The commons emerge thus as a space of agonistic politics and a hegemonic battlefield, in which different outlooks and motivations contend with each other in order to assign different meanings to the commons, to orient and configure them in different directions. Hence, the commons become a contested, open and dynamic process and ‘empty’ signifier.
· In Gramsci’s and Laclau’s politics of hegemony, a massive political front striving for social change is constituted when a hegemonic actor arises and functions as a force of cohesion, direction and political education, bringing together disparate social forces, organizing them, and infusing them with a common political conscience. In the post-hegemonic politics of the commons, the function of the organizer, the leader and the political educator is retained but it is crucially transfigured. 
First, it is more widely distributed among a variety of actors, which may range from social centres such as Làbas, to associations of jurists, such as Labsus, and entrepreneurial platforms or co-operatives, such as Kilowatt. All these actors engage in different forms of shared leadership, whereby they seek to intervene in society, to influence and facilitate processes in a more horizontal manner of peer-to-peer exchanges with citizens rather than as top-down, centralized and authoritative leaders. The organizing and directive agency of the political leader is thus spread among a variety of nodes or hubs who may be seen as a network –i.e. networked leadership- insofar as they partly converge over the aims of social renewal and common participation of citizens. However, it may be more apposite to talk of a network of (post-)hegemonic nodes when they actually interact and liaise with each other.  
Intellectual leadership is a core function of the Gramscian hegemon who transforms the common sense, propagates new ideas towards social change, and wins over the hearts and the minds of popular masses. This is taken up now by a heteroclite multiplicity of ‘civic promoters,’ such as the jurists of Labsus who disseminate ideas and models of civic co-administration, or ‘advocacy spaces,’ such as Kilowatt, which can have a say in public politics through their work, the example they set, and the discourse they propagate about bossless organizations. Kilowatt may work primarily as a space of economic collaboration and entrepreneurial facilitation or education, but it also consciously strives to ‘spread the word’ about the commons, civic participation and economic activity with a social impact and environmental sustainability. It imbues thus ‘businesses’ and economic practices with a political consciousness and orientation.
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