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13. INHABITING AN ECONOMY OF SUPPORT: 

CANTIERE PER PRATICHE NON-AFFERMATIVE 

Premises and preparation

As designers we are not only exposed, but also implicated in the procedures and 

power relations of precarisation. Thus, wanting to challenge them also means want-

ing to change our relationship to others. As we have seen, fragmentation among 

designers only exacerbates precariousness and a shift in power relations as to how 

we	organise	our	ways	of	working	and	living	is	a	difficult	endeavour.	According	to	

this realisation, for the second inhabitation of this research, Fabio and I wanted 

to experiment with the creation of a context in which to challenge individualistic 

career- or survival-thinking. We wanted to create a context in which the biopolit-

ical production designers engage in could potentially build towards a common of 

solidarity and collectivity.

 Knowing that proceeding through inhabitations always shapes our subjectiv-

ities, we this time assumed that there would be no way to change the processes 

of precarisation without changing ourselves, and that there would be no way to 

change ourselves without changing our modes of practising design and relating 

to each other. Therefore, with a desire to experience collectivity as a multitude in 

which singularities are valued and to experiment with a creative refusal of standard 

modes of working, we decided to collectivise a second residency, this time in Milan 

at	Careof	DOCVA,	a	not-for-profit	organisation	dedicated	to	contemporary	cultural	

production. Having begun to negotiate the terms of this second residency while still 

in Warsaw, we aimed to create and share a politicised space that would challenge 

the tight frames of temporality, innovation and competition of the creative indus-

tries. We hoped that such a space would allow for a “becoming other” to unfold, 

even if we could not predict what that “other” might be.

 The preparation of the two-month residency, which allowed for the use of a 

150m² project space as well as adjacent living space plus a €3,600 grant,270 was in 

many ways, a messy process. This process of preparation was driven by a combina-

tion of the parameters given by our host and those of both our conscious and our 

intuitive	decisions,	influenced	by	the	experiences	of	the	co-residency	in	Warsaw	

and by inspiration drawn from Autonomist writings. Thus this second residency, 

270  The money was granted by the the regional fund for culture of the Autonomous Province of South Tyrol (Italy).
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although more informed by theoretical knowledge, was not simply a linear move 

from theory to practice. Even the preparations revealed that many of the attractive 

Autonomist concepts would serve more as points of orientation on the horizon that 

allowing for an approximate navigation, rather than a recipe that could be followed 

to shift and re-appropriate the power relations of precarisation: reality and practice 

proved too complex, too implicated in social relations, material constraints and per-

sonal hesitations to move along simply according to theoretical constructions. Thus, 

even if theoretical constructions are recognised as inspiring and vital in order to 

pierce	through	blockages	in	practice,	the	conflicting	front	lines	running	through	us	

are	so	many	that	it	is	difficult	to	address,	let	alone	“exit,”	them	all	at	once.	Moreo-

ver, it takes time to produce the structures and subjectivities that allow us to resist, 

as	well	as	to	define,	other	ways	of	doing	that	are	inspired	by	theory.	It	takes	time,	

especially, if it is about constructing them in ways that we can effectively sustain in 

the long-term. However, one needs to start somewhere and another two months of 

sharing a residency seemed a good (re)entry point.

Creating a politicised space

Given	the	difficulty	for	designers	to	separate	life	and	work,	our	desire	was	to	cre-

ate a space in which the biopolitical production of up to ten recent graduates from 

Italian design schools, whose work focuses on social, political or environmental 

issues, could at once become a movement of refusal, as well as of creation, of pro-

duction and resistance that could nourish multiple ways of “doing.”271 This implied 

that in terms of this shared residency, we did not want to reproduce the short-term, 

consecutive and a-political engagement with others that the residency in Warsaw 

found itself inscribed in. Rather, we wanted to create a space in which minds and 

bodies could meet for a prolonged period of time, breaking with the fragmentation 

designers experience in their everyday. We wanted to create a situation, then, that 

at least in potentia, would allow for the possibility to band together, to form what 

Hardt and Negri call “a social body that is more powerful than any of our individual 

bodies alone.”272 Without exiting the individualised existence of designers, we de-

cided there would be little chance of imagining and enacting a social and economic 

271  For the Mexico-based Autonomist sociologist John Holloway, “doing” is the activity that opposes abstract 
labour. See: Holloway, Crack Capitalism.

272  Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, p.180.
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culture that could challenge precarisation through acts of refusal and constitution. 

In order for this politicisation to be initiated and substantialised by theoretical en-

gagement, we also decided to organise a series of seminars that would circle around 

precariousness and the designer’s role in the economy. For these seminars, we 

invited the heterodox economist Hervé Baron, who had been recommended to us by 

autonomist economist Andrea Fumagalli, and who would engage with us in discus-

sion about the social imaginary in capitalism. 273

Power

During	this	second	inhabitation,	we	also	wanted	to	find	ways	to	address	the	issue	

of power: in Warsaw, the framework we had chosen in order to share the residency 

had only moved the power we wanted to contest, i.e. the power related to the ex-

clusivity of residencies and of the procedures of precarisation, from the institution 

onto us. However, as Foucault points out, power never goes away, but can only be 

shifted or lived differently. Therefore, we felt an urgency to shift power from hier-

archical structures to a distribution of power that would allow everyone involved to 

have agency over the shared residency.

 Furthermore, in Milan, an initial hierarchy had again been established, with us 

as the “gatekeepers” of the shared residency. We were not only the ones choosing 

the co-residents, but were again the main reference points for the curators. But 

this time, we were able to be much clearer in articulating to the curators what this 

shared residency should be about and how we wanted it to operate as belonging in 

the same degree to everyone involved. Regarding the power Fabio and I embodied 

with regards to the other designers we would invite, we framed our roles as facilita-

tors, making it clear to ourselves that this time, unlike in Warsaw, we would dedi-

cate most of our time to this role and would value it, even if it does often leave you 

with a feeling of not having done anything, simply because you might not be able to 

see the tangible result of your efforts.

 To further consider measures to share or dissipate power, we engaged with 

reflections	on	the	micropolitics	of	groups	as	proposed	by	the	Belgian	activist	David	

273 Baron describes himself as an economist with a passion for philosophy. In fact, he combines a post-Kenynsian 
approach to institutional economics with the philosophy of Cornelius Castoriadis. From June 2011 onwards, we had 
a series of online conversations and e-mail exchanges with Baron in order to establish what angle his seminars could 
take in Milan.
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Vercautern.274	He	proposes	a	series	of	anti-hierarchical	artifices	for	groups,	based	on	

his own experiences in activist groups, as well as his readings of Foucault, Deleuze, 

Guattari	and	the	American	ecofeminist	Starhawk.	From	the	many	artifices	proposed	

by Vercautern, which address both issues coming up in groups that are constitut-

ing themselves and groups that are in crisis, we primarily adopted the following 

in the construction site: to not only focus on macropolitics, like objectives to be 

reached,	programs	to	be	drawn	or	diaries	to	be	filled,	but	to	focus	on	the	micropol-

itics, around the tone and the words we use, our bodily attitudes, the times that we 

give ourselves and the relations of power that will be exercised between us; to make 

de facto power structures visible so that they can be contested and negotiated; to 

rotate the roles the unfolding of the collective residency would require, so that roles 

with more or less power would be exchanged and experienced by everyone; to trust 

the collective intelligence of the group.

Open call

In order to invite people to share the space, we circulated an open call through the 

mailing lists of Italian design schools, stating that the collectivised residency, which 

we called Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative (Construction	site	for	non-affirmative	

practice),275 wanted to constitute a buffer between getting out of education and 

going into work, a buffer which, we hoped, would allow people to further develop 

critical	projects	they	might	have	begun	for	their	final	thesis.	We	also	stated	that	

this initiative was part of our research into precariousness and alternative eco-

nomic cultures, formed around the question of what organisational structures and 

strategies could support designers who want to contribute to a more equal, just 

and un-alienated society. We further stated that we would contribute to the space 

with the organisation of a series of eight seminars and encounters that explore the 

implications for designers within the capitalist economy. We stated that the shared 

residency implied that everyone invited could use the gallery space to their liking, 

but that, as we had been unable to negotiate the shared use of the living space, 

everyone needed to make their own provisions for sleeping. 

274  David Vercautern, Micropolitiques Des Groupes: Pour Une Écologies Des Pratiques Collectives  (Paris: Les 
prairies ordinaires, 2011).

275  The “non-affirmative“ in the title hints at the discussion within design that splits design work into two areas: 
one affirmative of social norms and one (potentially) critical of them. For how this distinction is roughly laid out in 
this discussion, see Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, “A/B,”  http://www.dunneandraby.co.uk/content/projects/476/0. 

Part 2 – Designing commons against 
precarisation

13. Inhabiting an economy of support: 
Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative



131

 The decision to invite only people who speak Italian was, at the time, driven by 

a desire to create, for at least two months, a space in which language would not be a 

barrier for discussions and engagement. Having always studied in multilingual con-

texts, we wanted, for once, to avoid the inhibitions and obstacles created by having 

to use English to converse about the complex issues that affect our lives – a lan-

guage which, for many Italian designers, constitutes a major obstacle. Moreover, we 

felt that by bringing together precarious designers who are confronting the same 

context (marked by chronic under-funding of the cultural and educational sectors, 

the	strong	political	and	economic	effects	of	the	financial	crisis,	the	messiness	of	the	

Italian legislation and tax system that regulates work and the sexism that pervades 

all of society), it would allow us to make our discussions more focused and rooted in 

everyone’s daily experiences, which, in turn, we hoped would represent a concrete 

basis on which different desires could grow. Finally, we also hoped that by inviting 

people who live “close enough” to each other it would allow for relations to emerge 

that might not be, by sheer distance, tied to a two-month period, but that could, at 

least potentially, have the “spatial ability” to be cultivated beyond the period of the 

collectivised residency.

	 After	having	sent	out	the	open	call	in	mid-July	2011,	by	the	first	week	of	August	

we had sixteen responses to it. From these, we chose ten people who we thought 

could	benefit	from	the	time	in	Milan	and	whose	expectations	for	the	shared	resi-

dency were not overrated in terms of what it could bring to their practice. So by the 

first	week	of	August,	we	invited	the	following	practitioners	to	share	the	residency:	

a female illustrator (MA - ISIA276), who has produced a thesis that aimed at introduc-

ing Italian graphic designers to more critical theory; a male infographic designer 

(BA - IUAV277), who had produced a publication on environmental degradation and 

its consequences on health; a female product designer (BA - UNIBZ278), who narrat-

ed stories about precariousness through objects and spatial arrangements; a male 

communication designer (BA - UNIBZ), who had produced work on migration and 

prejudice; a female communication designer (MA - IUAV), who had produced a the-

sis on the image production around the Italian starlet system; a male designer (BA 

-	UNIBZ),	who	had	produced	a	performance	on	illegal	trafficking	of	small	arms	

276  Istituto Superiore per le Industrie Artistiche, Urbino.

277  Università IUAV di Venezia.

278  Free University of Bozen-Bolzano.
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departing from Italy; an all-male collective of three graphic designers and one prod-

uct designer (all MA - IUAV), who work on the revival of medium-scale manufactur-

ing in Italy.

Unfolding of the collective residency

After these initial considerations and preparations, at the beginning of September 

2011,	all	co-residents	–	Fabio	and	I	included	–	finally	met	around	a	few	roughly-con-

structed	tables	in	an	otherwise	empty	project	space.	During	these	first	days	of	the	

shared residency, there was a general sense of being a bit lost: eight almost empty 

weeks before us, a new city and routine to get acquainted to, a group of new people 

to share a space and ideas with and, above all, the big question of what to expect or 

make	from	this	shared	construction	site	for	non-affirmative	practice.

	 In	order	to	take	some	first	steps	that	could	give	shape	to	the	residency,	we	decid-

ed to start with a series of presentations where each of us could introduce his or her 

past projects so that we would all get a sense of who we are, what we do and what 

our respective interests are. We then also arranged, together with our curators, 

a series of visits to museums and design studios so that we would get to know the 

cultural complex the project space was embedded in, as well as the wider Milanese 

context.279 Furthermore, we decided that, in pairs, we would take turns to prepare 

lunch for the whole group, as this would help to keep everyone’s costs down.

	 During	the	first	weeks,	working	in	the	shared	space	was	quite	awkward.	On	

the one hand, because of our sense of being lost, on the other hand, because the 

space	itself	had	acoustics	that	made	it	difficult	to	speak	to	each	other.	So	at	the	

beginning, there was a lot of “what?”, “sorry?”, “can you repeat?” throughout our 

conversations, until we found a table arrangement that would allow for “comfort-

able” conversation. Besides getting used to sharing the co-working space, cooking 

for each other was also initially a bit of a challenge until we realised that – besides 

always needing to prepare a gluten-free, vegan and dairy-free version of each dish 

– no-one was picky and everyone had at least one winning dish in their cookery 

repertoire. Thus, once this initial hurdle around cooking for each other was taken, 

leaving	the	co-working	space	and	having	lunch	together	in	the	flat	of	the	residency	

became a daily moment of pleasure and conviviality but also a moment of exchange 

279  Careof DOCVA is part of La Fabbrica del Vapore, a cultural complex hosted within an old steam lock factory. 
There are about ten other cultural organisations and design studios hosted in the same complex.
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around anxieties of precariousness that could, at times, take up almost the whole 

afternoon. Unrestricted by the screens that reminded us of work to do or the for 

attention from pop-up messages from social networks, during these afternoons we 

would remain around the table drinking coffee, sharing experiences of our lives as 

precarious	designers,	laughing	at	the	irony	of	it	all,	but	also	bolstering	our	confi-

dence to refuse to accept certain conditions of work again. In other situations, we 

would do the washing up and prepare ingredients for dinner whilst chatting about 

how we envisaged our practices would ideally evolve, but also about the anxieties of 

possibly needing to take on jobs that would grind us down. If, then, we still felt like 

not going back to the project space, we would move to the living room to keep on 

grappling with questions of where to start changing the things that cause us to be 

anxious, overworked and/or frustrated.

 The transition from awkwardness to conviviality, both in the project space and 

the	kitchen,	was	also	greatly	encouraged	by	the	first	series	of	seminars	on	the	social	

imaginary in capitalism, which Hervé Baron led during the third week. The semi-

nars, which were open to the public and usually took about four hours, were aimed 

at giving an introduction to how capitalism, the very system that precarises us, has 

developed, how it is implicated in the construction of social imaginaries and how it 

relies	on	the	construction	of	specific	subjectivities.	The	seminars	took	as	their	start-

ing point the work of the philosopher and economist Cornelius Castoriadis and from 

there discussed the interplay between how we shape the social imaginary and how 

it shapes us, i.e. the modalities through which a society reproduces the representa-

tion of itself and how it establishes its own identity through this representation.280 

Here we focused on analysing how today “the economy” is only what “the econ-

omy”	defines	as	such,	how	the	social	imaginary	relates	to	our	ambitions and how 

being	a	very	specialised	worker	makes	it	more	difficult	to	escape	the	various	control	

mechanisms present in society. We further discussed, in a more propositive vein, 

the need to construct new institutions and imaginaries that undo the very ambi-

tions that precarise us.

 In this sense, the aim of these seminars was not to propose ready solutions to 

our questions of what the role of designers is within the economy and to how this 

280  The work of Castoriadis, especially the one developed within the group Socialisme ou Barbarie (1949 
and 1965), was influential in the development of autonomist Marxist thought in Italy. This work focused on an 
antistalinist conception of workers’ autonomy in the form of workers’ self-management. For a more detailed 
account of this connection, see Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically, p.63-66.
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role can be played out differently, but to stimulate questions and doubts, to create 

stimulating relays between Baron’s theoretical expositions and our experiences as 

derived	from	practice.	In	this,	the	seminars	succeeded	and	indeed,	the	first	four	

days with Baron were not only intellectual marathons for everyone following his 

argumentation, but were also excellent stimulators for animated discussions that 

would continue over a residency-cooked dinner and extend way beyond midnight. 

In fact, I believe that Baron’s passionate “performance” during the seminars and his 

eccentric, yet shy, character paired with his personal story of having made a living 

as a waiter rather than as a hard-core economist, pushed all of us to expose our own 

political desires as well as our ambitions, perplexities and anxieties around work-

ing as designers. This “coming out” was in turn crucial in constructing a common 

ground between us, very much circulating around questions such as, “how to have 

a critical approach in a system that is rotten in all parts,” “can we begin to consider 

every	action	a	political	action,”	“how	to	transform	the	figure	of	the	designer	into	a	

figure	that	is	perceived	and	can	be	lived	in	all	its	complexity,”	“how	to	be	independ-

ent in a system that grinds you down,” “where to begin from in order to substantial-

ly change this situation.”

	 In	the	weeks	following	the	first	four	seminars	with	Baron,	we	used	our	time	and	

collective energies to explore these questions, as well as various delineations of 

them, through a series of research activities organised according to where the focus 

of everyone’s particular practice lay. The second week of October, we collaborative-

ly organised a series of public events dedicated to exploring the practices of activist 

groups	who	challenge	procedures	of	precarisation.	The	first	of	these	meetings	was	

with San Precario, a Milan-based collective that mobilises against exploitation in 

the service sector, using direct action to pressure over-exploitative employers. In 

conversation with them, our questions circulated around their humorous direct 

action strategies with which they aim to rupture the dominant discourse in Italy 

which portrays being exposed to precariousness as a personal misfortune, as a situa-

tion that makes others feel pity for you, but also a situation that you can get out of if 

only you persevere in trying hard to be a good, successful worker. By sharing their 

actions and insights into procedures of precarisation that are transversal across a 

variety of professions, San Precario left us with the insight they had made their own 
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driving principle: there is nothing left to lose, but all to invent.281 

 The second meeting was with two Italian members of the London-based Carrot-

workers’ Collective that campaigns against un- and underpaid internships in the 

cultural sector. With them, the discussion circled around the way the promise of a 

better – or even successful – future, which always seems to linger around the next 

corner, is sustainably keeping cultural workers productive, no matter how low their 

pay and how long their hours of work. Furthermore, we considered the role taboos, 

like speaking about money, anxieties and skewed power relations, have in making 

precariousness an individualising experience and how the Collective is using the 

production of photoromances depicting these taboos as a tool to transform an indi-

vidualising experience into one that can bring cultural workers together.282

 In the last meeting in this series, we encountered Serpica Naro, a Milan-based 

collective that takes action against exploitative practices in the fashion industry 

and that actively tries to build a counter-system of garment production. Our discus-

sion with them focused particularly on how they attempt to break the consent fash-

ion-workers at all levels perform towards this industry. We learned how they do so 

by exposing the downfalls of the industry through pranks, while also facilitating the 

production and circulation of garments outside standard fashion circuits.283 Closing 

the week with them meant to close a week of intense engagement with the experi-

ences of workers who try to challenge procedures of precarisation, to get inspired 

and	to	consider	what	sort	of	actions	the	field	of	design	that	we	knew	would	require	

in order to be transformed.

 Behind the scenes of these and many other activities that were open to the pub-

lic (see timetable at the end of this section), we continued to experiment away from 

the various activities that were not open to the public accountability of the project 

space. For example, we explored practices of freeganism by visiting the “mercati 

generali” on a Saturday when vendors are leaving behind the fruits and vegeta-

bles they could not sell on Monday. Such moments as these were when we enjoyed 

thinking	about	the	possibilities	and	difficulties	related	to	ways	of	providing	life’s	

281  To learn more about the actions of San Precario, see for example Tarì and Vanni, “On the Life and Deeds of 
San Precario, Patron Saint of Precarious Workers and Lives”; San Precario, “95 Tesi Sulla Precarietà Di San Precario,” 
Chainworkers, http://www.chainworkers.org/node/611 ; Brave New Alps, “Conversations: Zoe Romano”.

282  See for example, Carrotworkers’ Collective, “Surviving Internships.”

283  Serpica Naro developed out of San Precario, of which it is in fact an anagram. “Serpica Naro,”  http://www.
serpicanaro.com/.

Part 2 – Designing commons against 
precarisation

13. Inhabiting an economy of support: 
Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative



136

necessities whilst circumnavigating the use of money. We also visited communi-

ty-supported agriculture groups and social centres, went to lectures (for example by 

Franco Berardi), watched documentaries (like The Take by Naomi Klein) and, above 

all, spent a lot of time discussing whilst cooking and eating together.

 In the activities we engaged in throughout the two months of the co-residen-

cy, whether in or outside the project space, the question that persistently came up 

was how to activate our creativity and skills in ways that were not dictated by the 

market and that did not rely on the precarisation of others. As we collectively began 

to realise how the capital social relation plays out in our lives, our desire grew to 

continue to collectively experiment with building support structures that would 

allow us to research and experiment with ways of co-producing our livelihoods: the 

desire to discover how to practice as designers in ways that have the potential to 

not only resist our own, but also other people’s precarisation, while contributing to 

the creation of other social imaginaries.284

Reflections on the shared residency 

Reflecting	on	what	unfolded	during	the	eight	weeks	in	Milan,	it	could	be	described	

in Franco Berardi’s words as the unfolding of a singular process of producing a sin-

gular world of sociality.285 It was the creation of a world of sociality in which politi-

cal action could be seen as the desire to break with the individuality, fragmentation, 

competition and precariousness we live with as designers. In this light, the collecti-

vised residency could also be seen as an attempt to live the world we might want to 

create – and here I say “might” because whilst we know we want to move away from 

precarisation and fragmentation, we do not have one clear destination. This, how-

ever, does not mean that we cannot begin to move from where we are, but rather 

that we can experiment with breaking the separation between means and ends, to 

try to make the means the ends, while retaining the freedom to change route when 

necessary without becoming dogmatic.

 In Milan, the experimentation with acts of resisting and producing, resisting 

through production and producing while resisting, implied also a collective 

284  To get a flavour of the kind of discussions that the shared residency triggered, see appendix D for an edited 
and translated piece of collective writing that we undertook at the end of the residency. This piece was later 
published in the Italian magazine Unità di Crisi, “Orientation,” Krisis 2013. The appendix also contains the unedited, 
Italian version of this piece of writing.

285  Berardi, Precarious Rhapsody, p.83.
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consideration of how our qualities and skills as designers can be uncoupled from 

their constant implication in precarising procedures. Thus, we were able to begin to 

slowly establish our political action by attempting to bring together what Boltanski 

and Chiapello identify as artistic and social critique: bringing together our desire for 

social justice and equality with our desire for a world of spontaneity, conviviality 

and sensitivity to difference.286 By formulating questions around these desires, the 

sharing of a space for co-working was transformed into a space for collective re-

search: we had built an initial common ground by sharing both the working and the 

living space, by mapping the ways in which us and others were affected by precar-

iousness,	and	by	the	recurrent	questioning	of	how	to	redefine	the	role	of	designers	

in contemporary, crisis-ridden societies.

Living space and care

One of the observations that emerged from this collectivised residency was the im-

portance that the shared cooking and eating space had in acting like a sort of glue 

or fertiliser for us as a group. The way we used the apartment space of the residen-

cy transformed the Cantiere from a pure co-working space into a co-living space to 

the extent that towards the end of the eight weeks, we would almost tend to spend 

more time together in the kitchen than in the project space. In this co-living situa-

tion, what emerged most strongly was a great attention to caring for one another, a 

care that was initially catalysed by cooking for each other and that then extended to 

supporting each other in coping with our doubts and fears, in sharing the elements 

of economic or social pressure that each of us was exposed to. Whilst we had not 

consciously decided to care for one another, we could say that sharing equally the 

task of cooking meant that we had to immediately pay attention to each other: aller-

gies had to be avoided, politically-driven eating habits accommodated, but above all, 

hungry	bellies	had	to	be	filled.	Doing	so	meant	to	give	the	kind	of	attention	to	each	

other that simply working together could not have brought about.

	 Reflecting	on	the	residency	in	hindsight,	the	element	of	mutual	care	that	

emerged brought to the fore how important affective and intellectual support 

structures are when dealing with the diverse obstacles and uncertainties that pre-

cariousness brings. To be in an environment with the possibility to freely express 

doubts, fears and desires, to show weaknesses, where to strategise together, proved 

286  Boltanski and Chiapello, Spirit of Capitalism, p.97.

Part 2 – Designing commons against 
precarisation

13. Inhabiting an economy of support: 
Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative



138

crucial in letting the questions around how to deal with precariousness emerge, 

while at the same time experiencing the potential to tackle these collectively. In 

fact, studying and researching together in an environment of mutual care was 

what most of us valued in the shared residency. Having all previously worked in 

other studio settings, we understood that our time together could equally have not 

produced this outcome, that we could have exited the shared residency much the 

same as when we entered it. However, we had been able to get out of individualised 

positions, which allowed us to experience the emergence of a collective subjectivity 

that we wanted to sustain and develop beyond the period in Milan. Furthermore, 

the emerging elements of collectivity had allowed us to begin to challenge acquired 

value-systems of time, innovation and competition. It allowed us to be in a position 

from which to imagine the design and implementation of diverse, multiple and 

interlinked support structures from which to begin to resist procedures of precari-

sation productively.

 In relation to the autonomist writings that inspired the direction of this sec-

ond residency, the element of care that we experienced brought up issues with 

the remoteness, as well as weakness, with which care is addressed when Hardt and 

Negri theorise the disruptive potentials of biopolitical production. Although they 

speak about love as the centre for the production of social life,287 the very process-

es that would make up the daily practice of love are mostly falling by the wayside. 

The experiences in Milan brought to the fore that mutual care, enacted in the small 

gestures of the everyday, is a major element in creating empowering social rela-

tions – the very thing that, in my understanding, is a core aspect of what biopolitical 

production as counter-conduct is about. Embodied knowledges of the importance 

of care when wanting to construct economies of support against precarisation thus 

redirected my attention from autonomist Marxist thought to autonomist feminist 

practices, since their notion of “counterplanning from the kitchen”288 promised 

to bring an angle to this research that I had, until now, only touched upon in the 

definition	of	reproductive	labour.	Hence,	in	the	last	section	of	this	thesis,	we	will	

engage in building further tools against precarisation through an engagement with 

feminist concepts and practices related to care.

287  Hardt and Negri, Commonwealth, p.xii.

288  See for instance the title of a text from 1975: Silvia Federici and Nicole Cox, “Counterplanning from the 
Kitchen,” in Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle ed. Silvia Federici (Oakland: 
PM Press, 2012).
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Accessibility and sustainability

In discussions about the initial experiment in Milan, a node that emerged as prob-

lematic was the question of accessibility and the sustainability of the collectivised 

residency as a politicised co-working and co-research space. This problem of ac-

cessibility was for us exemplarily marked by the fact that although the residen-

cy-apartment had the capacity to host everyone taking part in the Cantiere, for the 

curator of the residency, opening up the living space to the other designers sharing 

the work space, was an absolute ‘no go’. On the one hand, this was due to internal 

politics within the cultural complex La Fabbrica del Vapore who host the residency, 

to avoid implying that the apartment was an easily accessible resource. On the other 

hand, it was because already opening up the project space to practitioners who had 

not been selected by the curator represented an element of uncertainty that seemed 

difficult	to	deal	with.	Clearly,	not	being	able	to	offer	housing	to	any	of	the	design-

ers we would invite was a big limitation on who could actually participate. Indeed, 

most people who responded to the open call did so because they had enough family 

support to either cover their living costs or to offer some security should their plans 

to make a living through design work fail. This meant that from its outset, this ex-

periment could only undo the fragmentation between designers who could already 

count on some form of security. It also meant that for such a space to become sus-

tainable on a longer term, especially in a state like Italy which notoriously under-

funds its cultural sector, alternative forms of access to the means of reproduction 

would need to be found.

 Now, rather than seeing the downfalls around accessibility and sustainability 

as absolutely disqualifying the approach taken, I would rather want to take them 

as two major issues to be addressed in possible further initiatives to build upon and 

from this experience. It is important to acknowledge the mechanisms of exclusion 

and	the	instability	of	the	reproduction	of	such	spaces	and	to	find	ways	to	address	

these mechanisms in order for such spaces to become both socially and economically 

sustainable. Therefore, I think such downfalls as we encountered in Milan should not 

prevent us from experimenting with ways to counter precarisation. The important 

thing is not to exploit the experimentation with such collectivised spaces in order to 

gain	privileges	for	a	confined	group	of	people,	but	to	use	them	to	actively	strategise	

against precariousness in ways that go beyond the situation of the people involved 

and that transverse not only issues of our own profession, but of society at large.
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 Indeed, a question that emerged over and over again in our discussions about 

the sustainability of such an endeavour was how our desire to undo the procedures 

that precarise us connect up to the precariousness and exploitation of other peo-

ple around the world. Questions of local as well as global power differentials were 

raised in relation to who produces our means of production and reproduction even 

in moments when we might be gaining some autonomy from precarisation for 

ourselves. So much of our work and lives as designers relies on the exploitation of 

others, such that seeing a light at the end of the tunnel is at times impossible. In 

relation to this impossibility, Negri and Hardt’s proposal that the most advanced 

section	of	worker	–	which	they	define	as	cognitive	workers	and	that	would	thus	in-

clude designers – but as a revolutionary force seems to appear to be self-contradic-

tory. However, it is a contradiction that urges us to consider ways of working, living 

and organising that go beyond our own concerns and that intervene in the power 

differentials we see among the precarious and exploited.

	 Hence,	becoming	active	beyond	the	concerns	of	a	confined	group	is	something	

that needs to be sought actively and continuously, because, as De Angelis reminds 

us, in a society where the capital social relation is pervasive, “each ‘scale’ of social 

productive	aggregation,	(an	individual,	a	‘firm’,	a	city,	a	district,	a	county	a	mac-

ro-region or a free trade area) faces strong pressure to turn into a node set against 

the respective ‘rest of the world’.”289 And in fact, as the collective formed in Milan, 

questions were raised and remained open around the issue of how to become more 

inclusive and more sustainable at the same time. Pressure to make a living and to 

access what we need by going over the money-form, is high and with it, the lure of 

commodifiyng	what	we	do,	to	render	our	time	within	the	work	of	the	collective	pro-

ductive. As long as there are no material support structures in place that protect us 

at least to some degree from the coercive forces of the market, operating through it 

is the only way in which we are allowed to live – even if we have created an imma-

terial common that binds us together. But, as we have tried to experiment through 

this research, there are ways to go through the market that are less precarising 

than others.

 

289  De Angelis, Beginning of History, p.218.
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JAN

2011

FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

5 September – start 
of the residency

26-29 September & 17-20 October – seminar series: 
“Capitalism and the social imaginary” with Hervé Baron

4-9 October – exhibition RUN RUN RUN RUN, 
curated by Melissa Destino and Caterina Giuliani

19 October – starting a piece of collective writing for a 
“Manual for non-affirmative orientation practices”

30 October – end 
of the residency

Timeline:

Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative 

at Careof DOCVA, Milan

5 October – discussion with San Precario

6 October – discussion with the Carrotworkers’ Collective

7 October – workshop with the Carrotworkers’ 
Collective; discussion with Serpica Naro

21 October – talk 
by Marta Bianchi on 
cultural associations

20 October – A tavola con..., discussion over lunch 
with Alberto Bassi and Fiorella Bulegato

22 October – visit the 
ethical purchasing 
group GAS Lola

24 October – lecture 
by Dario Banfi on 
freelancing in Italy

25 October – A tavola 
con..., discussion over 
lunch with Giovanni 
Anceschi

26 October – A tavola 
con..., discussion over 
lunch with Stefano 
Maffei
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FIGURE 32 top    Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative – the project space just before the first encounter with all 
co-residents, 5 September 2011

FIGURE 33 bottom    Getting to know each others work through three days of initial presentations, 
7-9 September 2011 
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FIGURES 34 and 35    The project space during the second week of the co-residency (above) and during the second-
last week (below) – reflecting how the dynamic between the co-residents has changed, 12-16 September and 17-22 
October 2011
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FIGURES 36 and 37    The social imaginary in capitalism, a series of eight seminars with economist Hervé Baron, 26 
September 2011 (above) and 18 October 2011 (below)
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FIGURES 38, 39 and 40    Discussions with three collectives organising against precariousness: San Precario, 4 October 
2011 (above), the Carrotworkers’ Collective, 5 October 2011 (middle) and Serpica Naro, 7 Octber 2011 (below)
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FIGURE 41 above    High-school students being introduced to the issues worked on within the Cantiere per pratiche 
non-affermative, 8 October 2011

FIGURE 42 below    Run, run, run, run – Melissa Destino and Caterina Giuliani giving visitors a guided tour to the 
exhibition on precariousness curated by them, 8 October 2011
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FIGURE 43 to 46    The living space of the residency, used daily for cooking, eating and planning together, 
September and October 2011
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FIGURE 47 above    A tavola con ... Alberto Bassi and Fiorella Bulegato, one of three lunch-time conversations with 
invited guests about the possibility of reviving small to medium scale manufacturing in Italy, 20 October 2011

FIGURES 48 and 49    Two of the many informal (thus scarcely documented) instances in which we explored practices 
of collective organising outside the spaces of the Fabbrica del Vapore: sourcing left-over vegetables and fruit from 
the Mercati Generali, 23 September 2011, (middle) and visiting the people of the solidarity buying group GAS Lola, 
21 October 2011 (below)
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Becoming a collective – a collective becoming

Throughout the eight weeks spent in Milan, our desire to keep on researching 

together grew and, as the last week approached, we decided to continue to work 

together, trying to form a collective. So, since November 2011, we have been ex-

perimenting with becoming a collective. To do so, we have together formulated a 

mission statement of sorts which we intend to help keep us on track. We have also 

set up a website that collects what we do in order to give us a sense that what we 

engage in collectively is not simply dissipating in a void. The current description 

of the collective (who decided to stick with the description Cantiere per pratiche 

non-affermative) states that we are

  working to pose questions, study and experiment with support structures 

  for critically engaged design practices.

  As designers, we feel deeply involved not only in the making of objects, but 

  also in the creation of relations, processes, languages and collective 

  imaginaries. As a consequence, we believe that our research should raise 

  questions about what kind of society we want to contribute to with our work 

  and to question the role we play in the economic system we are living in.

  The Construction site is a virtual and physical space, where we carry on this 

  research and where we try to translate it into practice according to 

	 	 modalities	that	are	verified	step	by	step.	The	Construction	site	is	also	a	place	

  in which we take care of our “becoming collective”. We are open to various 

  forms of collaboration and to whoever is interested in participating.290

 Admittedly, this statement is ambitious, but it is precisely this ambition which 

keeps us together and fuels our desire to put in common our time, knowledge, skills, 

affects and energies in order create tools of analysis that are helpful in understand-

ing and intervening in the complexity of the contemporary world.

290  “Cantiere - About,”  http://pratichenonaffermative.net/en/about/.
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Researching together: Designers’ Inquiry291

From	our	desire	to	continue	to	research	together,	there	grew	our	first	“big”	collec-

tive project: Designers’ Inquiry.292 This project is an investigation into the socio-eco-

nomic conditions of designers in Italy, which we developed between February 2012 

and April 2013.293 The idea of producing an inquiry came out of the discussions we 

had after a presentation we made in an Italian design school in December 2011. 

During the presentation of our collective experience, we spoke, among other things, 

about	the	precariousness	that	accompanies	designers	today	and	the	difficulty	of	

the transition from being a student to becoming a worker. After our presentation, 

students	were	especially	keen	to	find	out	more	on	this	particular	topic.	However,	in	

the discussion, two male, mid-aged tutors attempted to de-potentialise our experi-

ences and arguments by attributing them to our personal inability to deal with the 

market. The de-potentialising comments, coming from such a privileged position, 

irritated us and led us to discussions about how design students are educated with 

very little concern – and maybe even awareness – of what the contemporary world 

of work looks like and that perhaps there is a need to intervene in this situation.

 The experience of that evening and subsequent discussions brought us to the 

point	where	we	wanted	to	find	or	create	a	tool	that	would	allow	us	to	engage	a	

wider group of designers the question of what it means to work as a designer today 

and what desires there are to change the current situation. Thus, in looking for a 

suitable tool for this endeavour, we began a process of self-education on the pro-

duction of knowledge from below that aims from its inception at a transformation 

of studied reality. The core text around which we developed our learning process 

was Marta Malo de Molina’s Common Notions. In this text, the activist of the Spanish 

collective Precarias a la deriva, traces a genealogy of tools used in the movements 

of self-organisation that aim(ed) at creating knowledges that could be used strate-

gically in each movement’s respective struggles.294 Branching out from this text, we 

also came across Marx’s workers’ inquiry of 1880, which he had developed not only 

291  A first version of this section has been prepared together with Caterina Giuliani, a member of the collective, 
for the ephemera conference “The politics of workers’ inquiry” in May 2013 at Essex University.

292  See appendix B for the report of the inquiry.

293  Regarding the time-frame of the inquiry, it is important to note that as a collective we are working at our own 
pace, trying to keep into consideration that everyone involved is needing to deal with how to make a living and so 
the time spent on collective research is always being cut out from messy, precarious working lives.

294  Malo de Molina, “Common Notions”.
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to assemble facts about the conditions of French workers, but also to make workers 

reflect	critically	on	their	conditions	and	their	context.295 Besides being struck by the 

fact that many of Marx’s one hundred questions are still relevant today, we found 

that this kind of inquiry would constitute for us a tool to both initiate a discussion, 

as well as solidify a base of common experiences on which to build further actions 

and interventions to transform reality. 

 Through this process of self-education, we also came to see the inquiry as a 

phase and a tool inserted into a much larger process of investigation that we are 

engaged in and that borrows freely from methods and experiences developed in the 

past: consciousness-raising groups and critical pedagogy,296 Italian co-research,297 

participatory action-research,298 inquiries and militant research.299 Thus, although 

we were aware of the range of sociological research that had been done into the 

working conditions of designers in Europe,300 we nevertheless felt the need to pro-

duce an inquiry that would not only be an analysis but a tool that could impact on 

how designers perceive themselves. In this sense, by producing an inquiry our-

selves amongst our peers and inserting it into a larger collective research process, 

we	really	wanted	to	spur	a	much-needed	reflection	among designers rather than on 

designers. By choosing the format of a questionnaire that, by an empiricist sociol-

ogist, might be judged biased as well as randomly distributed among participants, 

we were simply making an attempt to get as many designers as possible involved in 

a	critical	reflection	on	their	conditions,	with	the	intention	of	ultimately	opening	up	

a path for a common struggle against procedures of precarisation and towards the 

transformation of the designer’s role in society.

295  Karl Marx, “A Workers’ Inquiry,”  http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1880/04/20.htm.

296  For example: Kathie Sarachild, “Consciousness-Raising: A Radical Weapon,” in Feminist Revolution, ed. 
Redstockings (New York: Random House, 1978). Paolo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness  (London/New 
York: Continuum, 2007).

297  For example: Romano Alquati, Per Fare Conricerca  (Padova: Calusca Edizioni, 1993). Raniero Panzieri, “Uso 
Socialista Dell’inchiesta Operaia,” transversal, http://eipcp.net/transversal/0406/panzieri/it/print. Gigi Roggero, 
“Appendice. Strumenti D’inchiesta,” in Precariopoli. Parole E Pratiche Delle Nuove Lotte Sul Lavoro (Roma: 
Manifestolibri, 2005).

298  For example: Yoland Wadsworth, “What Is Participatory Action Research?,”  
http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/ari/p-ywadsworth98.html 

299  For example: Team Colors Collective, “Workshop: What Is Militant Research?”; Stevphen Shukaitis and David 
Graeber, eds., Constituent Imagination: Militant Investigations, Collective Theorization (Oakland/Edinburgh: AK 
Press, 2007); Colectivo Situaciones, “On the Researcher-Militant,” transversal, http://eipcp.net/transversal/0406/
colectivosituaciones/en 

300  For example, Gill, “Technobohemians.”; “Variant, Issue 41, Spring 2011”. Arvidsson, Malossi, and Serpica Naro, 
“Passionate Work?.”
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 So studying experiences of bottom-up research and trying to create a combina-

tion	of	tools	that	could	work	for	us,	we	finally	built	a	questionnaire	of	78	questions	

that	invited	designers	to	reflect	on	seven	areas	of	their	lives:	their	family	back-

ground, their working conditions, the way they encounter(ed) internships, their 

satisfaction, their working environment and their health, their thoughts on the 

figure	of	the	designer	in	society	and,	finally,	their	experience	regarding	the	organi-

sation around their rights as workers. Having elaborated on these questions, which 

we	hoped	would	invite	designers	to	think	about	the	wide	range	of	influences	their	

work has on all areas of their lives, we launched the inquiry through an anonymous 

online questionnaire in April 2012 during the Milan Design Week.

 After having collected 767 fully-completed online questionnaires over a period 

of two months, 301 we began to take a series of “opening” steps in the elaboration of 

the answers by organising two workshops, each lasting several days, during which 

other designers could join us to evaluate and visualise the data and testimonies 

collected. For us, these workshops were moments during which to involve more 

designers	in	in	depth	discussions	and	reflections	about	procedures	of	precarisa-

tion, and although these sessions might not always have been as productive as we 

wished	in	terms	of	finalising	any	work	–	always	leaving	much	work	to	do	between	

these collective moments – they were important instances in which to extend the 

discussion and actively involve more people. Engaging with the elaboration of the 

collected data was, at times, depressing, since so many areas of designers’ lives 

were negatively affected by their work (or non-work). Furthermore, throughout 

the qualitative parts of the inquiry, there emerged a common sense of resignation 

that things will not change and possibly will only get worse. However, studying the 

results of the inquiry closely and breaking them down into small parts according 

to the various sections, there emerged in our discussion a strong sense of hope and 

pugnacity as we saw how procedures of precarisation could be undone starting from 

many different areas and direction. Thus, rather than feeling overwhelmed by the 

monolithic	nature	of	precariousness,	we	finally	got	a	sense	that	undoing	procedures	

of precarisation was possible. It might not be possible to do away with all of them at 

once, but one by one or even a couple a time, they could be tackled to make space 

for other ways of doing and becoming.

301  The design specialisation of our participants was ranged from graphic, web and product design to animation, 
fashion, illustration, architecture and design research. We did not want to restrict the inquiry to any specific 
specialisation as, from our own experience, we know that today many designers constantly move between these fields.
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 After 14 months of more or less intense work on the inquiry, by April 2013 the 

report	of	the	results	was	finally	ready	to	be	launched.	Again,	we	chose	the	Milan	

Design Week to do so, simply because it is the moment of a major concentration of 

Italian and international designers in one place and so we could metaphorically be 

seen as being present at the factory gates were it the 1950s and 1960s. Through a 

collaboration with the Italian national newspaper La Stampa – which as a relation-

ship	in	itself	sparked	many	difficult	discussions	within	the	collective	about	complic-

ity	with	precarising	working	modes	in	other	fields	–	we	also	spread	the	word	about	

the	inquiry	beyond	the	field	of	design.302

 As I write, these events of April 2013 are just a few weeks old and the collective 

is entering a phase in which we want to build initiatives, actions and workshops 

based on the results in order to intervene in the status quo of precarious working 

conditions.

Reflections on our becoming collective

Considering that the co-residency transformed into a collective that still keeps on 

working together, I would like to think that in Milan, we built together the begin-

ning of a co-research,303 which could be described, in the words of Romano Alquati, 

as a process of engagement with a world found unacceptable, a process driven by 

the will to transform this world into not only the direction of one’s individual, but 

above all one’s collective desires.304 However, as a group of people embarking on the 

process	of	becoming	a	collective	that	might	allow	us	to	“become	other,”	the	diffi-

culty we most clearly encounter is that we are now dispersed all over Italy (and at 

times all over Europe), while also lacking a reliable material support structure for 

our activities. 

 The physical distance between us, often imposed by our respective work com-

mitments as well as the price of travel tickets, binds us to handle conversations 

302  See appendix E for our contribution.

303  Co-research, or conricerca in Italian, emerged in Italy in the 1960s and 1970s as a way of using the tools of 
the social sciences as tools to support class struggle. Main exponents of Italian conricerca were Romano Alquati, 
Danilo Montaldi, Raniero Panzieri and Mario Tronti. Giggi Roggero, a former student of Alquati and one of today’s 
major exponents of co-research in Italy, describes the co-researcher as one who wants to destroy the object of his 
study. Given this definition, I believe that the work of the Cantiere is more nuanced, as whilst we want to “destroy” 
procedures of precarisation, we also want to use the knowledge we create through co-research to build up other 
ways of doing. Thus, I would suggest we generally feel closer to what today is described as “militant research,” a 
research that re-appropriates the capacity of worlds-making.

304  Alquati, Fare Conricerca, p.119.
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online, which in turn is tedious and lacks the element of conviviality and care that 

marks the periods when we spend time together in “the real world.” Thus, our ac-

tivities together, which for most of us are taking place outside other commitments 

which secure our livelihoods, at times risk becoming black holes that absorb rather 

than amplify our energies. Given this situation, the affective and intellectual sup-

port structure against precarisation that we built among us is itself always pre-

carious, always exposed to the threat that someone retreats from an engagement 

with the collective because the pressure to somehow make a living remains high. 

However, since November 2011, we have managed (in different constellations) to 

still meet in person every two or three months for several days at a time. For these 

energising gatherings, we can luckily still count on the support of Careof DOC-

VA, who let us use their residency space a couple of times a year for short periods 

of time – although they themselves are now undergoing cuts in funding and the 

precarisation of their working contracts, so this breathing space might be closing 

down	as	well.	Furthermore,	for	our	gatherings	we	count	on	our	own	flexibility	to	

host one another in often quite improvised ways in our own homes, on commissions 

for running workshop or doing talks, as well as on little “work-arounds” in order to 

access resources that allow the work of the collective to continue. In the situation 

we are living through at the moment as a collective, which is not self-sustaining, 

our remaining a collective has become closely bound to working together on some-

thing concrete, like writing collective texts for publications, organising workshops 

or going on a summer retreat.305 It seems that since the shared working and living 

space	has	gone,	which	had	allowed	for	the	fluid	combination	of	individual	as	well	

as collective work, for incidentality and the sense that we were living out a prop-

er economy of support for our practices, we are now at a point where our coun-

ter-planning needs to be scheduled into our busy days. This situation could lead to a 

dissolution of our collective becoming, but we are still working on swinging the sit-

uation around, using our design skills to create a support structure that also works 

at a material level to our favour.306

305 As a collective we have published several texts and interviews in Italian design magazines and newspapers in 
which we reflect on the issues that move us. See appendix F for these published materials.

306 Here it is important to remember for us that collective decisions are built up gradually and for them to be sustainable 
even when they are radical, they cannot really happen from one day to the next. To remind us of this, we like to remember 
what we learned from our visit in February 2012, to the Teatro Valle Occupato in Rome: the communards (as they call 
themselves) did not decide from one day to the next to force access to these unused resources, however they have built up 
to it over years of collective work and campaigning for better protection as workers (especially within the field of acting).
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 Our collective becoming has, however, positively impacted on our respective 

practices: as Brave New Alps, we are now able to imagine that we could root our 

practice in the alpine area we come from, mobilising and sharing the network of 

resources we have access to through our families and other social networks; the 

female product designer involved in the Cantiere, who also comes from a rural place 

in the Alps, has decided to combine her design work with the farm work of her 

parents, who, over the last 25 years, have built up a berry farm; the male graphic 

designer from Trieste is now using his excellent cooking and foraging skills to run 

courses with migrant workers; the female illustrator is so compelled by the ap-

proach of militant research that she is now exploring ways in which to get children 

involved in this kind of undoing and re-making of the world. While everyone is 

planning and building his or her own practice based on their respective hometowns 

and resources they can, to a greater or lesser extent, draw on, we are also all contin-

uously in conversation as to how our efforts could add up, how we could strength-

en each other and how this will all build up to a more general subversion of what 

design work is, or can be, about.    

Collectivity and horizontality 

For the collective emerging from the shared residency, the desire also grew to con-

tribute to a reformulation of ways in which we could work together that address is-

sues that go beyond our group, whilst doing so in ways that are not fully or implicit-

ly tied to precarising procedures. In this endeavour, the concept of the multitude is 

a helpful stepping stone for us as it allows us to consider the possibilities of exiting 

individualisation and entering collectivity without melting into one voice, without 

giving up the freedom to express dissent without obligation to power. It is in work-

ing with this concept that we challenge the understanding of ourselves and the way 

we interact with each other. This manifests itself in a ‘becoming collective’ as well 

as a “becoming other,” during which we attempt to rotate roles and responsibilities 

in order to avoid the creeping in of unwanted power relations. 

 Furthermore, we continuously try to propose openings for others to join in or-

der to avoid the trap of becoming a sclerotic “career collective,” since the pressure 

to conform to conventional modalities of being and doing not only stems from pre-

cariousness, but also from peers, families and from within our well-disciplined and 

controlled selves. Towards this attempt, John Holloway’s idea of horizontality, i.e. 

“that all should be involved in decision-making processes on an equal basis and that 
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there should be no leaders,”307	is	useful	since	he	describes	it	as	an	idea	that	is	diffi-

cult to make work as an absolute rule and that it is thus more helpful to think of it 

instead as a constant struggle against verticality. Taking horizontality as a constant 

commitment is useful in two ways: it takes away some of the pressure, as well as 

the frustration, of ‘failure’ and it reminds us that keeping an open structure means 

keeping discussions diverse. Taking away pressure is an important point, particular-

ly in moments when frictions arise around ways of doing and when people leave or 

join the collective. In these moments, taking horizontality as a project rather than a 

rule,	helps	to	reflect	on	what	is	happening	and	to	deal	with	it	constructively	rather	

than falling into (self-) accusations of not being able to live up to the rule.

	 Reflecting	how	knowledges	created	through	this	research	tie	into	the	work	of	

the Cantiere, might effectively be tending to go against horizontality, given that 

I am the one who (currently) has most time to grapple with the issues we are col-

lectively working through. However, as I and everyone else is aware of this, we are 

working towards not letting this situation escape into unspoken verticality. I like to 

think that for the collective, this situation is working at our advantage currently, 

until my bursary runs out. Thus for now, even though the Cantiere came out of an 

experiment set up by Fabio and I, we have embarked, in the words of Malo de Moli-

na, in a bottom-up research process that is “an open trip, in which we know the ori-

gin	and	how	it	started,	but	we	do	not	know	where	it	will	finish.”308 Considering what 

this trip brought to this thesis, I know that the work with the collective opened up 

ways of thinking and intervening in procedures of precarisation that I would not 

have seen or imagined without it.

307  Holloway, Crack Capitalism, p.43.

308  Marta Malo de Molina, “Common Notions, Part 2: Institutional Analysis, Participatory Action-Research, Militant 
Research,” transversal, http://eipcp.net/transversal/0707/malo/en.
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JAN

2012

FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

20 December 2011 – group micropolitics 
workshop with Valeria Graziano in 
Bozen-Bolzano

23-29 July – relaxation and 
conversations in the mountains

20 June – the on-line questionnaire of 
Designers’ Inquiry closes

27 June-1 July – at Careof DOCVA for 
a first analysis of the data resulting 
from the on-line questionnaire of 
Designers’ Inquiry

19 December 2011 – collective presentation 
at the Faculty of Design and Art of the Free 
University of Bozen-Bolzano (IT)

13 December 2011 – collective 
presentation at the School of Design at 
the Politecnico di Milano

November 2011 – continuation of the 
collective writing over the internet

2-4 March – meeting in Venice 
to work on Designers’ Inquiry

17 April – launch of Designers’ Inquiry

20 April – Cantiere per pratiche 
non-affermative becomes an 
association

13-22 April – at Careof DOCVA 
during the Milan Design Week 
to launch Cantieroteca and the 
Designers’ Inquiry

14-18 December – catching up at Careof 
DOCVA to finalise the data analysis of 

Designers’ Inquiry

Timeline:

Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative – becoming collective309 270 

309 Throughout all this time, we also had numerous online conversations and met each other in small groups of 
two to three people – depending on our current (dis-)location.

10 February – Presentation 
at the conference “Designing 

and transforming capitalism,” 
Aarhus University (DK)

5 June – participation in the workshop 
“Organising as an open source” with Valery 
Alzaga, and presentation of Designers’ Inquiry, 
Casco, Utrecht (NL)

16 November – the magazine 
Progetto Grafico publishes an 
interview with the Cantiere
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JAN

2013

FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

25-27 January – 
meeting at Careof 
DOCVA catching up 
and bringing together 
data analysis

8-10 March – participation at the graphic 
design festival “Fahrenheit,” Ravenna (IT)

9 March – participation in the conference 
“The art of struggle,” Uninomade, Palermo (IT)

14 March – meeting with La Stampa

31 January – hand-in of application 
for public funding (later rejected)

3 February – our reflections on design 
education in Italy are published on Abitare

6 February – meeting with the director of 
the national newspaper La Stampa

Timeline:

Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative – becoming collective (continued)

20 February – A tavola con…, 
conversation over lunch 
with Wu Ming 2 and Antar 
Mohamed, Careof DOCVA

9 February – launch of the new website

17 March – Designers’ Inquiry goes to print

9 April – Designers’ Inquiry published 
within a supplement of the national 
newspaper La Stampa

7-14 April – launching event of the results 
of Designers’ Inquiry, Milan Design Week, 
Careof DOCVA

22 April – radio interview 
on Designers’ Inqiury, 
EcoRadio, Rome

25 May-9 June – Designers’ Inquiry, exhibited at “Panorama,” 
Festival international de l’affiche et du graphisme, Chaumont (FR)

3 May – Designers’ Inquiry, paper presented at 
ephemera conference, Essex University, Colchester (UK)

25 May – Designers’ Inquiry, presentation, “Milano 
e Oltre,” Triennale Design Museum, Milan

27 June – Meeting with Dario Banfi of ACTA and Sergio 
Bevilacqua to plan a possible collaboration between 
the Cantiere and the municipality of Milan

24-26 June – mountain retreat to plan a possible 
collaboration with ACTA and the municipality of Milan

30 June – meeting for discussing further the 
collaboration with the municipality of Milan

4 October – Designers’ Inquiry, presentation 
and workshop, “Settimana del Buonvivere,” 
“Romagna Creative District,” Forlì (IT)
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FIGURE 50 and 51 above    Designers’ Inquiry – posters and leaf-lets for the launch of the online questionnaire 
during the Milan Design Week, Careof DOCVA, 17-22 April 2012

FIGURE 52 below    Workshop with labour organizer Valery Alzaga, Casco, Utrecht, 5 June 2012 

Part 2 – Designing commons against 
precarisation

13. Inhabiting an economy of support: 
Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative



160

FIGURE 53 above    Designers’ Inquiry – first collective analysis of the collected data, FDV Residency, Milan, 29 June 
to 1 July 2012

FIGURE 54 below    Designers’ Inquiry – open workshop to visualise the elaborated data, FDV Residency, Milan, 25-27 
January 2013
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FIGURE 55 and 56    Designers’ Inquiry – launch of the report during the Milan Design Week, Careof DOCVA, 7-14 
April 2013
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FIGURE 57 above    Collective presentation at the Faculty of Design and Art of the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano 
(IT), 19 December 2011

FIGURE 58 middle    Micropolitics workshop with Valeria Graziano, Bozen-Bolzano (IT), 20 December 2011

FIGURE 59 below    Designers’ Inquiry – presentation at “Milano e Oltre”, Triennale Design Museum, Milan, 25 May 
2013
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FIGURE 60 to 63    Summer retreat in the Italian Alps, Nomi, 23-29 July 2012
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310  Here I refer especially to the Commonwear seminars (spring 2012) and the seminar The art of struggle (March 
2013) organised by Uninomade.

Overall reflections on this inhabitation

The situated, embodied knowledges created through the engagement with the 

Cantiere per pratiche non-affermative were a real turning point in this research: 

they let us experience the potential for undoing procedures of precarisation that 

unfold when we step out of our comfort zone and orient our doing along noncap-

italist	values.	Compared	to	the	first	inhabitation	in	Warsaw,	the	space	created	in	

Milan allowed us to question ourselves and to challenge our ways of doing even 

beyond the eight initial weeks. While the experience in Warsaw raised issues about 

the docile subjectivities designers are trained to assume and taught us that a change 

in material structure does not necessarily render us less precarious, the activities 

with the Cantiere threw back to us the fact that a change in subjectivity must go 

hand-in-hand with a change in material structures and ways of doing to enable us 

to move towards a “becoming other” that is de-precarising in all areas of our lives. 

Within the Cantiere, we have not yet achieved the balance that would allow to really 

sustain the collective, however in our own particular design practices, our collective 

research has already encouraged a variety of us to build more sustainable arrange-

ments for ourselves that can also be opened up to others.

 In terms of an engagement with theory, this experience has made me realise 

that although the Italian Autonomist thought produced by and around Negri opens 

up how we can think of design practice in politicised ways, these theories do not 

necessarily offer concrete strategies of how to sustain what they call “exit” or 

“refusal or work.” Moreover, having engaged on various occasions with activities 

organised by Italian activists who refer to autonomist thought, these encounters 

were	very	often	perceived	as	patronising,	stifling,	in	love	with	the	straightforward-

ness of abstract ideas rather than with the messiness of practice and they often 

ended in the silencing of critical voices or in discussions around what actions might 

be judged as radical enough.310 On these occasions, my personal reaction was to 

think that if a “de-precarising revolution” was to feel like this, I would have serious 

doubts about wanting to be part of it. Nevertheless, I still consider Italian Autono-

mist thought valuable, but that it needs to be challenged through practice and other 

kind of approaches of how to move towards a just and equal society. Practice has 

this fantastic (and, at times, damned) ability to test concepts, to set them to work
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and to see if they hold, but also to demand more, or other, concepts to make sense 

of its functioning in the world and to reorient itself when it gets stuck.

 Thus the engagement with the Cantiere energised a trajectory of collective 

activities against precarisation, but also brought up really interesting questions 

and obstacles to work through in the continuation of our, at times more, at times 

less, intertwined research paths: How can we mobilise our immaterial, social and 

material resources along values and through practices that create de-precarising 

procedures and support structures which are sustainable in the long-term? How 

can we mobilise them in ways that produce de-precarising effects beyond ourselves 

or a relative small group of people? How can we valorise the political aspect of the 

element of care that emerged among us? How can we bring more concrete micro- as 

well as nanopolitical procedures against precarisation into our lives? How can we 

mobilise situated and embodied theories in order to inspire a strategic and prac-

tice-oriented (re)formulation of how we go about organising our lives and design 

practices together with others? To explore these questions, in the next section of 

this thesis, we engage with feminist autonomist approaches to work and the com-

mons. To think through their proposals and to formulate tools for re-orienting 

design practice, we also draw on the experiences gathered around the commons in 

Dheisheh (Occupied Palestinian Territories) and in New Cross (London).
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