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ABSTRACT	
	

This	 thesis	 employs	 ethnographic	 methods	 to	 study	 grassroots	 activism	 in	

contemporary	Italy.	Through	non-representational	analysis,	which	 involves	participant	

observation	 and	 interviews	 in	 activist	 communities,	 I	 observe	 how	 technologies	 are	

affective	 and	how,	 in	 relating	 to	human	and	nonhuman	bodies,	 technology	can	build	a	

capacity	to	resist	the	Italian	capitalist	establishment.	I	suggest	that	the	groups	who	have	

participated	 in	 this	 research	 provide	 a	 valuable,	 original	 example	 of	 how	 neoliberal	

tendencies	to	use	technologies	for	domination	can	be	resisted.	The	thesis	outlines	three	

forms	 of	 resistance	 involving	 the	 use	 of	 technology.	 First,	 the	 use	 of	 technology	 to	

produce	 affective	 spaces	 of	 collaboration;	 second,	 building	 technologies	 for	 the	

conservation	and	the	production	of	grassroots	memory;	and,	third,	the	use	of	corporate	

social	media	 as	 a	means	 to	 reach	 large	numbers	of	 people.	 I	 argue	 that	 a	 capacity	 for	

political	action	emerges	from	these	practices,	which	I	describe	as	a	process	of	becoming-

common,	 that	 is,	as	moments	of	coordination,	solidarity	and	mutuality.	The	thesis	 thus	

demonstrates	that	the	processes	of	becoming-common	emerge	in	affective	arrangements	

and	enable	a	capacity	for	collective	action	from	below.	
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INTRODUCTION	
	

This	 thesis	 situates	 technology	 as	 one	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 products	 of	 human	

development	 that	 can	 be	 used	 for	 domination	 or	 emancipation.	On	 one	 hand,	 this	 thesis	

argues	 that	 our	 intersection	 with	 technology	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 crucial	 aspects	 of	

neoliberalism	that	has	intensified	and	extended	control	to	the	level	of	our	own	biology.	On	

the	other	hand,	it	claims	that	technology	is	to	be	considered	as	a	terrain	of	struggle	and	that	

its	 production	 can	 be	 reclaimed.	 Specifically,	 this	 thesis	 analyses	 the	 experiences	 of	

particular	 Italian	 grassroots	political	 groups	 that	 have	developed	digital	 technologies	 for	

the	realisation	of	collective	projects.	Hence,	 in	 looking	at	the	intersection	of	digital	media	

and	technology,	culture	and	grassroots	politics	this	project	situates	itself	within	the	field	of	

media,	technology	and	cultural	studies.		

Different	 political	 traditions	 inspire	 the	 groups	 whose	 practices	 are	 analysed	 in	 this	

thesis;	 these	 are	 often	 associated	 with	 the	 occupied	 spaces	 where	 they	 operate.	 It	 is	

important	 to	 note	 that	 the	 description	 of	 the	 groups	 that	 I	 am	 offering	 here	 is	 not	

exhaustive.	While	political	 theoretical	 tendencies	can	be	 identified	 in	 the	practices	of	 the	

collectives	 observed,	 they	 are	 continuously	 changing	 and	 often	 reinterpreted.	 The	

introduction	of	the	groups	that	will	 follow	does	not	aim	to	represent	them.	In	this	thesis,	

representational	approaches	are	problematised	as	 I	will	explain	 in	Chapter	Two,	where	 I	

discuss	 my	 methodology	 of	 research.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 highlight	 that	 this	

introduction	 is	 to	 be	 considered	 essentially	 as	 a	 way	 to	 facilitate	 the	 readers'	

understanding	 of	 the	 people	 and	 the	 groups	 who	 have	 been	 a	 fundamental	 part	 of	 this	

research	project.	In	light	of	these	premises,	I	present	the	groups	here.	

The	 collectives	 under	 investigation	 are	 mostly	 inspired	 by	 Marxist,	 autonomist	 and	

anarchist	political	philosophies.	Autonomism	or	Autonomist	Marxism	can	be	defined	as	a	

set	of	theories	that	originated	in	Italy	in	the	1960s,	elaborated	by	theorists	of	the	workers’	

movement	such	as	Mario	Tronti.	In	the	1970s,	these	theories	merged	with	other	libertarian	

theories	 that	 criticized	 the	 limits	 of	 the	 Leninist	 vanguardist	 and	 centralist	 communist	

parties,	 and	 of	 the	 Trotskyist	 4th	 International	 and	 its	 trend	 toward	 bureaucratic	 elitism	

(Cuninghame,	2010,	p.	454).	At	the	basis	of	Autonomism	is	the	principle	of	autonomy,	that	

is,	 the	 principle	 of	 living	 in	 society	 according	 to	 one's	 own	 rules.	 Autonomism	 can	 be	

considered	 as	 a	 principle	 and	 practice	 that	 brings	 together	 a	 range	 of	 decentralised	 and	

horizontal	movements	that	share	a	commitment	to	self-management	and	self-organisation,	

and	reject	authority	and	capitalist	 institutions.	Autonomism	shares	 the	principles	of	 self-
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management,	 self-organisation	 and	 a	 refusal	 of	 capitalist	 authority	 and	 institutions	with	

Anarchism.	 Anarchism	 is	 a	 political	 philosophy	 and	 social	 theory	 that	 advocates	 for	 a	

stateless	 society	 that	 is,	 instead,	 self-governed	 and	 mostly	 based	 on	 the	 voluntary	

association	of	people.	Anarchism	is	not	a	unified	body	of	theory;	rather	there	exist	different	

types	and	traditions	of	anarchism.	In	this	thesis,	I	mostly	refer	to	the	traditions	known	as	

socialist	 anarchism,	 mutualism,	 and	 post-anarchism.	 The	 organising	 collective	 of	

hackmeeting	2014	was	based	at	the	social	center	xm24	in	Bologna.	The	projects	that	have	

emerged	 within	 its	 walls	 (such	 as	 NGVision	 and	 Archivio	 Grafton	 9)	 are	 inspired	 by	

anarchist	 and	 autonomist	 theories.	 The	 collective	 Ippolita,	 the	 collective	 of	 the	 project	

ReBal	 and	 the	 collective	 autistici/inventati	 are	 also	 inspired	by	 anarchist	 principles.	 The	

group	AvAna,	based	at	the	social	center	Forte	Prenestino	in	Rome,	the	group	interviewed	at	

Sherwood	Festival	 in	Padua	and	the	collective	of	 the	social	centre	Conchetta	 in	Milan	are	

also	inspired	by	autonomist	and	anarchist	theories.		

The	 collective	 Msack,	 interviewed	 in	 Naples,	 instead,	 can	 be	 described	 as	 Marxist-

Leninist.	Marxist-Leninists	base	their	beliefs	on	Classical	Marxism	or	Leninism,	and	on	the	

idea	of	a	political	vanguard	that	will	eventually	lead	to	the	establishment	of	a	socialist	state.	

Despite	 their	 classical	Marxist	 belief,	 Italian	Marxist-Leninists	 share	many	practices	with	

the	autonomous	movements	such	as	direct	action,	self-management	and	self-organisation.	

Ninux	 is,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 a	 hybrid	 group	 as	 I	will	 explain	 in	 detail	 in	 Chapter	 Three.	

Politically,	 Ninux	 is	 not	 a	 cohesive	 project,	 and	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 local	 Ninux	

collectives	vary	considerably.	However,	for	the	purpose	of	introducing	the	protagonists	of	

this	 thesis,	 it	 can	be	 said	 that	 the	 political	 components	 of	Ninux	 are	 also	 of	 anarchist	 or	

autonomist	tendencies.	The	collective	of	the	social	center	Ri-make	in	Milan,	where	I	 lived	

for	almost	a	month,	is	part	of	the	broader	group	called	Communia	Network	and	is	mostly	

inspired	by	Marxist-Trotskyist	theories	(although	the	composition	of	the	groups	is	varied).	

They	also	identify	as	classical	Marxists,	but	are	firmly	against	Stalinist	tendencies.		

Despite	 the	diversity	of	political	philosophies	 that	guide	 these	groups,	 they	all	 share	a	

refusal	 of	 the	 current	 neoliberal	 system	 and	 its	 tendency	 to	 privatise	 everything.	

Furthermore,	 and	 importantly	 for	 this	 thesis,	 despite	 the	 political	 divergences,	 these	

groups	 share	 an	 understanding	 of	 technology	 as	 a	 terrain	 of	 struggle.	 They	 also	 share	 a	

commitment	to	reclaim	technology	from	neoliberal	 institutions	which	have	a	tendency	to	

enclose	 and	 exploit	 the	 very	 resources	 that	 allow	 their	 production.	 For	 these	 reasons,	 I	

have	chosen	to	investigate	these	specific	groups.		
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Furthermore,	 in	 focusing	on	these	experiences,	 this	 thesis	claims	that	 technologies	are	

affective	 and	 that,	 in	 relating	 to	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 bodies,	 they	 can	 build	 human	

capacity	 to	 resist	 the	 status	quo.	 I	 suggest	 that	 the	 groups	who	have	participated	 in	 this	

research	 project	 provide	 a	 valuable	 example	 of	 how	 neoliberal	 use	 of	 technologies	 for	

domination	can	be	resisted.		

I	 look	at	their	practices	of	resistance	involving	the	use	of	technology	in	three	ways:	by	

analyzing	how	these	produce	affective	spaces	of	collaboration;	how	they	contribute	to	the	

production	of	technologies	for	the	conservation	and	the	production	of	grassroots	memory;	

and	how	these	groups	engage	with	corporate	social	media.	I	argue	further	that	the	capacity	

for	political	action	which	emerges	from	these	practices	is	through	the	process	of	becoming-

common,	 that	 is,	 as	 Maurizio	 Lazzarato	 puts	 it	 (2009,	 p.	 6):	 “[those]	 moments	 of	

coordination	that	[are]	outside	the	State;	all	the	forms	of	solidarity,	of	mutuality	that	[the	

workers]	movement	[had]	developed”.	This	work	is	about	the	affects	at	work	in	processes	

of	 becoming-common	 that	 congeal	 in	 arrangements	 with	 a	 capacity	 for	 collective	 action	

toward	a	commons-based	society.		

To	conclude,	 the	focus	of	this	project	 is	on	processes	rather	than	fixed,	 finite	objects	of	

study	 –	 that	 is,	 I	 focus	 on	 actual	 existing	 experiences	 rather	 than	 speculations	 on	how	a	

new	commons-based	society	might	look.	This	thesis	is	about	the	“sense	of	human	meaning,	

being	 and	 inter-subjectivity	 that	 lie	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 any	 commons,	 [about]	 this	 sense	 of	

presence	that	much	of	 the	 literature	on	the	commons	fails	 to	convey”	(Quilligan,	2012,	p.	

248).	

In	the	following	introductory	pages,	I	will	discuss	the	concept	of	commons	in	detail.	This	

thesis	 is	 not	 about	 the	 commons	 itself	 but	 about	 the	 processes	 of	 becoming-common,	 as	

mentioned	above.	The	process	of	becoming-common	is	the	thread	that	runs	throughout	the	

thesis.	For	this	reason,	it	needs	particular	attention.	Furthermore,	I	will	define	the	problem	

that	I	will	address	in	the	analysis	and	situate	it	in	the	current	debates	around	technology,	

affect(s),	and	their	possible	political	implications.	

	

Commons 

	

For	 many	 centuries	 until	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 in	 England,	 another	 model	 of	 land	

owning	and	of	ownership	organisation	existed.	In	this	model,	villagers	were	entitled	to	the	

use	of	the	commons,	that	is,	to	the	use	of	common	fields	and	the	sharing	of	common	grazing,	
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harvest,	 and	waste.	 In	 this	 section,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 concept	 of	 commons,	 and	 how	 the	

practices	developed	regarding	this	specific	type	of	property	ownership	produced	particular	

ways	 of	 organising	 the	 community.	 I	 will	 also	 discuss	 how	 the	 commons	 have	 been	

endangered	and	eventually	became	extinct	because	of	the	so-called	“enclosures”.	I	will	then	

move	into	a	discussion	of	the	relevance	of	the	commons	 for	contemporary	social	struggle,	

and	 consider	how	neoliberal	 politics	 continues	 to	 endanger	 common	 resources,	which	 is	

the	problem	tackled	in	this	thesis.	

The	 commons	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 “all	 that	 we	 share	 or	 those	 resources	 (physical,	

intellectual	and	cultural)	whether	 finite	or	 infinite	and	whether	currently	 in	existence	or	

not	that	are	shared	and	managed	collectively	by	a	community”	(Cederwall	&	Moss,	2013,	p.	

4).	 As	 mentioned	 above,	 the	 practice	 of	 sharing	 usage	 of	 common	 natural	 resources	

ensured,	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 the	 survival	 of	 communities-villages	 and	 contributed	 to	 the	

shaping	of	their	culture	and	customs.	The	practice	of	commoning	and	the	customs	derived	

from	it	were	recognised	in	law.	Cooperative	agreements	were	conceived	to	regulate	access	

and	 use	 of	 natural	 common	 resources.	 Highlighting	 the	 importance	 of	 regulations	 and	

agreements	 is	 fundamental	 to	 garner	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 organisational	 models	 at	

work	within	the	commons.	In	fact,	the	sustainability	of	common	resources	and	the	survival	

of	commoners	depended,	among	other	things,	on	their	ability	to	protect	it.	Regulations	and	

agreements	had	the	necessary	task	of	ordering	the	commons,	as	well	as	to	foster	a	sense	of	

community	 based	 on	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 basic	 law	 of	 “feeding	 the	 land	 to	 feed	

oneself”	 (Neeson,	 1993,	 p.	 153).	 The	 negotiations,	 discussions,	 and	 arguments	 that	

emerged	 around	 the	 drafting	 of	 agreements	 for	 the	 use	 of	 the	 commons	 contributed	 to	

defining	 the	community	of	commoners	around	what	mattered	to	 them	and	what	affected	

and	connected	 them.	Occupiers	of	 the	 land,	even	 the	smallest	occupiers,	were	entitled	 to	

the	use	of	the	commons	as	well	as	poorer	commoners,	that	is,	those	who	did	not	own	land	

and	were	considered	unfortunate,	such	as	widows	and	elders.	The	commons	were,	indeed,	

“the	patrimony	of	 the	poor”	 (Neeson,	1993,	p.	55).	Landless	 commoners	 fiercely	 resisted	

the	enclosure	of	the	commons.	So,	commoners	were	identified	not	by	their	right	to	property	

but	by	their	right	to	action.	No	one	absolutely	owned	the	physical	resource;	rather	a	set	of	

use	 rights	 was	 negotiated	 within	 the	 community.	 These	 negotiated	 rights	 reflected	 the	

diverse	needs	of	that	community.	As	Lewis	Hyde	points	out,	the	distinction	between	rights	

to	property	and	rights	to	action	is	fundamental	in	that	“our	practices	in	regard	to	property	

fit	us	or	unfit	us	for	particular	ways	of	being	human”	(2010,	p.	41).	The	right	to	property	is	

the	right	of	exclusion,	that	is,	the	right	to	forbid	others	from	using	the	resource	owned.	This	
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was	hardly	possible	 in	 a	commons-based	 community:	no	 lord	 could	 forbid	 the	use	of	 the	

commons	 or	 hope	 to	 change	 any	 long-standing	 use	 right	 without	 the	 consensus	 of	 the	

commoners.	On	the	other	hand,	as	mentioned	above,	commons	were	not	open	to	all;	 they	

were	stinted	to	ensure	their	durability	and	to	protect	them,	and	to	protect	the	commoners.	

Commons	 were	 constrained	 for	 social	 and	moral	 ends.	 However,	 no	 one	 could	 encroach	

upon	them,	not	even	the	king,	and	commoners	were	entitled	to	tear	down	encroachments	

when	they	appeared	(Hyde,	2010,	p.	37).		

Here	 lies	 the	 fundamental	 change	 that	 was	 introduced	 with	 the	 enclosures,	 and	 that	

deeply	transformed	the	social	relations	and	traditional	institutions	that	organised	the	use	

of	the	commons.	Parliamentary	enclosure,	enforced	between	the	18th	and	the	19th	century,	

increasingly	 reshaped	 relations	 towards	 a	 model	 of	 ownership	 where	 land	 was	 owned	

exclusively	and	enterprise	was	understood	to	be	essentially	individual	and	not	cooperative	

(Neeson,	1993,	p.	7).	Enclosures	redefined,	essentially,	property	rights	in	capitalist	terms,	

and	brought	about	the	extinction	of	commons	rights.	Despite	the	fierce	resistance	that	these	

encountered	by	commoners,	and	even	by	the	Crown	to	some	degree	because	of	the	threat	

to	public	order,	the	landlord	power	of	accumulation	was	eventually	sanctioned	by	acts	of	

Parliament.	New	conceptions	and	new	values	were	attached	to	the	new	form	of	property	

brought	about	by	the	advent	of	the	enclosures,	and	a	new	interest	in	“improving”	lands'	use	

was	 generated.	 In	 her	 seminal	 work	 The	 Agrarian	 Origins	 of	 Capitalism,	 Ellen	 Meiksins	

Wood	sharply	explains	how	the	concept	of	improvement,	as	 in	enhancement	of	 the	 land’s	

productivity,	 is	 intimately	 connected	 to	 the	 rising	 of	 capitalism	 (1999,	 p.	 107-8).	 At	 this	

point	in	history,	the	idea	of	improvement	for	the	production	of	added	value	had	triumphed.	

The	point	(that	was	also	strongly	endorsed	by	philosophers	such	as	 John	Locke)	was	not	

anymore,	 the	 occupancy	 of	 the	 lands	 and	 the	 usage	 of	 resources	 to	 ensure	 a	 baseline	 of	

provision.	The	important	point	was	the	use	of	the	land	productively	and	profitably	enough	

for	 the	 standards	 of	 a	 commercial	 agriculture.	 These	 ideas	 profoundly	 changed	 social	

relations	in	the	community-villages,	by	reconfiguring	the	relations	between	the	producers	

and	appropriators	on	the	basis	of	complete	dispossessions	of	direct	producers.	These	were	

now,	 indeed,	 legally	 “free”	 and	 their	 labour	 force	 free	 to	 be	 appropriated	 by	 purely	

“economic”	means	(Meiksins	Wood,	1999,	p.	96).	

Throughout	 time,	 many	 common-pool	 resources	 became	 privatised,	 some	 more	

efficiently	than	others.	The	question	of	the	governance	of	the	commons,	once	a	traditional	

form	of	common	ownership,	has	engaged	numerous	scholars.	In	their	work,	Nives	Dolšak	

and	Elinor	Ostrom	argue	that	there	are	three	broad	forms	of	ownership	that	can	govern	a	
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common-pool	 resource:	 government,	 private,	 common	 property	 ownership	 (2003,	 p.	 8).	

Ostrom,	Diez	et	al.	(2002)	argue	further	that	there	is	no	consistent	evidence	that	any	one	of	

these	regimes	is	best	suited	for	all	types	of	common-pool	resources.		

However,	in	this	thesis,	I	focus	specifically	on	experiences	of	becoming-common	that	are	

based	on	self-management	and	self-determination,	as	explained	earlier	when	 introducing	

the	groups	that	have	taken	part	in	this	research	project.	In	the	first	place,	in	fact,	this	thesis	

identifies	neoliberalism	and	its	politics	as	the	problem,	as	I	will	explain	in	the	next	section.	

In	the	context	of	this	dissertation,	privatisation	is	not	considered	as	a	desirable	model	for	

the	 government	 of	 the	 commons.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 neoliberal	 politics	 of	 privatisation	 is	

regarded	as	endangering	the	common	resources.	Although	privatisation	is	often	suggested	

as	the	solution	to	the	so-called	"tragedy	of	the	commons"	(Hardin,	1968),	such	claims	are	

based	 on	 the	 inaccurate	 understanding	 of	 the	 organisational	 dynamics	 of	 common-pool	

resources.	In	fact,	Garret	Hardin’s	tragic	claims	are	based	on	speculations	about	the	alleged	

rational	nature	of	men	that	would	always	bring	them	to	seek	to	maximise	their	gain	(1968,	

p.	1244).	However,	Hardin	does	not	consider	that,	as	explained	earlier,	the	commons	were	

not	open	to	all,	and	that	agreements	existed	to	regulate	their	usage	and	sustainability.		

Furthermore,	with	regard	to	state	governance	of	the	commons,	an	important	clarification	

needs	to	be	made.	As	mentioned	above,	the	commons,	 in	this	thesis,	are	considered	as	the	

shared	resources	that	people	manage	by	negotiating	their	own	rules.	This	entails	a	bottom-

up	approach	to	the	organisation	of	labour	for	the	shared	production,	use	of,	and	access	to	

common	 resources	 based	 on	 principles	 of	 mutualism	 and	 collaboration.	 From	 this	

perspective,	 the	 concept	 of	 public	 needs	 to	 be	 situated	 in	 the	 context	 of	 contemporary	

capitalism	 and	 its	 tendency	 to	 privatise	 and	 enclose	 common	 resources	 –	 material	 and	

immaterial	–	in	order	to	produce	value.		

In	regard	to	public	governance	of	the	commons,	I	argue	that	the	boundaries	between	the	

public	and	neoliberal	institutions	have	become	blurred,	as	I	will	explain	in	detail	in	Chapter	

One.	Even	though	it	should	refer	to	the	people,	the	term	public	designates	“the	institutions	

of	 government	 provisioning	 that	 claim	 to	 improve	 individual	well-being	 through	 private	

market	goods	which	are	still	called	public	goods”	(Quilligan,	2012,	p.	250).	In	this	context,	

the	 concept	 of	 public	 does	 not	 challenge	 the	 top-down	 approach	 to	 the	 organisation	 of	

production	 offered	 by	 the	 market	 logic.	 Rather,	 as	 I	 will	 explain	 with	 regard	 to	 the	

particular	 Italian	 case,	 the	 government	 is	 complicit	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 neoliberal	

policies.	The	governance	of	the	commons	is	an	important	point	to	clarify	for	the	purpose	of	

this	thesis,	although	not	the	central	question.	In	fact,	the	argument	here	is	that	organising	
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the	commons	is	not	just	a	matter	of	efficiency	but,	most	importantly,	an	issue	of	emerging	

practices	of	being	and	becoming	together	toward	a	more	just	society.	As	Lewis	Hyde	puts	it	

(2010,	p.	167):		

	

the	arguments	over	the	commons	[...]	are	never	simply	about	efficiency	and	

maximising	wealth;	 they	are	also	about	ways	of	 living,	 the	 claim	being	 that	

human	dignity	 itself	demands	 there	be	 limits	 to	 the	commodification	of	 the	

many	things	that	the	common	movement	has	yoked	together.	

	

While,	as	 I	previously	mentioned,	common	resources	may	need	to	be	stinted	to	ensure	

their	durability,	 this	argument	needs	to	be	precisely	situated	 in	relation	to	 the	governing	

institution	as	well	as	the	type	of	resources	in	question.	In	fact,	 if	we	consider	as	common	

resources	 not	 only	 natural	 but	 also	 cultural	 resources,	 that	 is,	 the	 human	 power	 of	

imagination	 and	 creativity,	 the	 argument	 of	 stinting	 the	 commons	 might	 appear	 as	

problematic.		

This	brings	the	discussion	to	the	modern	case	of	the	cultural	and	creative	commons,	that	

have	 been	 "more	 and	 more	 converted	 into	 private	 preserves	 where	 someone's	 right	 to	

exclude	comes	before	everyone	else's	 right	 to	 common"	 (Hyde,	2010,	p.	45).	 In	a	 similar	

way	as	in	19th	century	England,	things	that	were	formerly	thought	to	be	uncommodifiable	

are	now	being	covered	with	property	rights.	The	legal	scholar	James	Boyle	has	called	this	

"the	second	enclosure	movement"	(2003).	The	very	intellectual	capacities	of	human	beings,	

knowledge,	information,	concepts	and	ideas	are	increasingly	being	privatised	and	patented.	

However,	 unlike	 the	 earthly,	 natural	 commons,	 cultural	 and	 creative	 commons	 are	 non-

rival,	which	means	 that	 the	 threat	of	overuse	 is	not	a	problem	 for	 the	 informational	 and	

intellectual	commons.	The	circulation	and	use	of	 the	cultural	commons	does	not	 cause	 its	

exhaustion;	 on	 the	 contrary,	 the	 circulation	 of	 ideas	 might	 inspire	 new	 ideas.	 Most	

importantly,	 it	 is	very	hard	 to	stop	 the	circulation,	particularly	given	 the	current	 state	of	

information	and	communication	 technology,	which	has	made	 the	reproduction	of	 culture	

easier,	faster	and	less	onerous	for	a	larger	number	of	users.	Twenty-first	century	enclosers	

have	 used	 the	 non-excludable	 nature	 of	 the	 cultural	 commons	 to	 argue	 that	 lacking	 an	

ability	to	exclude,	in	fact,	endangers	the	capacity	to	create.	Thus,	the	law	must	step	in	and	

create	intellectual	property	rights	(Boyle,	2003,	p.	42).		

However,	following	Yochai	Benkler,	I	argue	that	rather	than	protect	human	capacity	for	

creativity,	copyright	and	related	laws,	in	fact,	regulate	society's	information	production	and	
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exchange	processes	(1999,	p.	355).	It	seems	that	just	when	the	capacity	of	knowledge	and	

information	 to	 circulate	 and	 expand	 its	 reach	 is	 growing,	 the	 current	model	 of	 property	

rights	is	equally	expanding	and	increasingly	encroaching	upon	common	cultural	resources.	

The	expansion	of	property	rights	is,	indeed,	affecting	the	way	information	is	controlled,	and	

this	 comes	 at	 a	 great	 cost	 for	 democracy.	 A	 society	where	 governments,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	

regulations	 that	 protect	 private	 property	 rights,	 can	 prohibit	 certain	 uses	 of	

communication	 of	 information	 to	 all	 people	 except	 those	 who	 own	 the	 intellectual	

component	 of	 their	 communication,	 is	 a	 society	 where	 people	 are	 essentially	 not	

completely	 free	 to	 speak	 and	 communicate	 (Benkler,	 1999,	 p.	 358).	 Nowadays	 the	 law	

regulates	 the	 production	 of	 "non-commercial"	 culture,	 that	 is,	 the	 ordinary	 ways	 that	

people	 have	 always	 used	 to	 communicate	 and	 share	 their	 own	 culture	 –	 that	 is:	 telling	

stories,	 sharing	music,	 participating	 in	 fan	 clubs	 –	 as	 if	 it	was	 "commercial".	 Here,	 these	

practices	become	a	type	of	cultural	product	produced	to	be	sold	(Lessig,	2004,	p.	7-8).	A	lot	

of	 the	 cultural	 products	 that	 people	 increasingly	 share,	 thanks	 to	 the	 availability	 of	

technologies	 that	 are	 easier	 and	 cheaper	 to	 use,	 are	 now	 falling	 into	 the	 category	 of	

commercial	cultural	products.		

The	Internet	has	certainly	been	a	catalyst	 for	the	tendency	to	privatise	and	commodify	

the	 cultural	 commons.	 In	 fact,	 while	 it	 represents	 an	 incredible	 opportunity	 to	 cultivate	

creativity	 and	 share	 culture,	 it	 can	 also	 constitute	 a	 threat	 for	 established	 creative	

industries.	Hence,	as	in	the	past,	enclosers	have	used	their	power	to	persuade	governments	

and	institutions	to	extend	their	control	over	common	cultural	resources,	too.	However,	as	it	

will	be	explained	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	struggle	over	 the	cultural	commons	 is	ongoing.	While	

corporations	continue	 to	encroach	upon	 the	cultural	and	creative	commons,	new	ways	of	

continuously	undermining	this	model	emerge.	In	relation	to	this	thesis	that	is	interested	in	

technology-dependent	 ways	 of	 production	 of	 cultural	 commons,	 the	 Free	 Software	 and	

Open-Source	 Software	 movements,	 for	 instance,	 constitute	 an	 important	 example	 of	

struggle	 over	 the	 cultural	 and	 creative	 commons.	 They	 have	 both	 been	 able	 to	 produce	

software	that	rival	if	not	exceed	proprietary	ones,	according	to	a	model	of	production	and	

distribution	based	 largely	on	voluntary	 association.	However,	while	both	 are	 challenging	

the	 model	 of	 proprietary	 software,	 the	 Free	 Software	 movement	 and	 the	 Open-Source	

movement	are	different,	especially	in	their	political	and	economic	operational	logic.	In	fact,	

the	Free	Software	movement	initiated	by	Richard	Stallman	in	the	1980s,	sought	to	produce	

software	 that	were	available	 for	everyone	 to	use,	modify	and	distribute.	The	objective	of	

the	project	was	 the	battle	 for	 the	 freedom	of	 expression	 in	 the	digital	world,	 that	 is,	 the	
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battle	 against	 digital	 private	 property	 and	 its	 logic	 of	 commodification.	 On	 the	 contrary,	

this	 was	 never	 the	 aim	 of	 the	 Open-Source	 movement	 that,	 instead,	 has	 always	 been	

favourable	toward	the	market.	The	Open-Source	movement	has,	indeed,	brought	closer	the	

organisational	and	productive	logics	of	the	community	on	one	side,	and	the	logic	of	profit	

on	the	other	(Ippolita,	2005,	pp.	30-43).		

Once	again,	it	is	important	to	stress	that	the	groups	that	have	taken	part	in	this	research	

project	share	a	similar	 framework	of	values	as	 the	Free	Software	movement,	 rather	 than	

the	Open-Source	movement.	For	instance,	while	open-source	software	is	always	preferred	

to	any	proprietary	software,	these	are	often	considered	as	temporary	solutions.	In	fact,	as	

already	mentioned,	the	Open-Source	movement	still	operates	within	the	neoliberal	market	

logic,	which	is	the	source	of	domination	that	these	groups	seek	to	undermine.	

Indeed,	they	try	to	develop	alternatives	to	the	current	system	of	production,	distribution	

and	governance	of	the	technology-dependent	cultural	commons.	In	doing	so,	they	engage	in	

practices	 of	 production	of	 technology	 that	 are	 collaborative,	 and	 that	 foster	processes	of	

becoming-common.	 In	 looking	 at	 the	 practices	 and	 the	 discussion	 within	 the	 groups	

considered,	this	thesis	seeks	to	approach	the	phenomenon	of	the	commons	in	the	midst	of	

its	 happening,	 that	 is,	 in	 process.	 Rather	 than	 looking	 at	 the	 commons	 as	 a	 finite,	 fixed,	

stable	 thing,	 this	 work	 analyses	 it	 from	 within	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	

experiences	and	practices	that	constitute	its	being.	In	particular,	in	this	work,	I	look	at	the	

affects	 that	 work	 to	 enliven	 the	 process	 of	 becoming-common.	 Researching	 about	

processes,	in	these	particular	cases,	offers	the	possibility	to	look	for	the	potential	inside	the	

experiences	 and	 practices	 that	 these	 groups	 develop.	 The	 concept	 of	 potential	 is	 what	

grounds	 this	 analysis	 in	 the	 possibility	 of	 alternative	 social	 settings	 in	 relation	 to	 the	

production	 of	 small-scale	 technologies.	 Potential	 is	 that	 which	 qualifies	 process;	 in	

Spinozian	terms,	it	is	the	capacity	of	a	body	to	enter	into	movement	and	rest,	to	affect	and	

be	affected.	For	these	reasons,	in	this	thesis,	I	often	refer	to	the	idea	of	commons	as	a	goal,	

as	 a	 destination,	 which	 the	 practice	 of	 relations	 based	 on	 the	 cooperative	 control	 of	

common	 resources	 works	 to	 achieve.	 I	 look	 at	 the	 practice	 of	 commoning.	 This	 process	

towards	the	commons	 is	not	prescriptive;	rather,	it	 is	experimental,	and	as	Anne	Salmond	

points	out,	“the	commons	approach	is	a	process	of	discovery	[...]”	(2013,	p.	36).	Hence,	the	

commons	can	be	interpreted	as	hopeful	politics,	and	as	a	vision	for	the	future.		

As	 a	 discourse,	 the	 commons	 challenges	 liberal	 ideas	 of	 representative	democracy	 and	

individual	freedom.	It	resists	the	state	and	the	market’s	commitment	to	the	shared	logic	of	

neoliberalism.	 It	 questions	 the	 concentration	 of	 power	 to	 control	 the	 use	 of	 common	



	 10	

resources,	and	“[it]	identifies	the	relationships	that	should	matter	and	sets	forth	a	different	

operational	 logic”	 (Bollier,	 2013,	 p.	 7).	 As	 practice,	 commoning	 challenges	 prevailing	

assumptions	about	property	rights,	and	produces	new	experiences,	new	atmospheres,	new	

modes	of	being	together	and	new	processes	of	becoming	together.	 It	validates	a	different	

type	of	relationality	based	on	the	understanding	of	human	agents	as	part	of	a	broader	set	of	

relations	 comprising	 both	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 organic	 and	 inorganic	 agents.	 The	

commons	are	generative	of	new	practices	that	explore	ways	of	co-existing	with	nature	and	

with	 one	 another	 based	 on	 balanced	 exchanges	 (Salmond,	 2013,	 p.	 35).	 In	 this	way,	 the	

logic	 contained	 in	 the	 discourse	 and	 practices	 of	 the	 commons	 has	 the	 potential	 for	

transformation	and	is	a	powerful	source	of	emancipation	and	social	justice.		

Thinking	in	terms	of	process	allows	us	to	discover	and	make	sense	of	the	messiness	of	

the	world,	as	well	as	of	 the	dynamics	of	 the	social	and	the	self	as	 forces	or	 intensities.	 In	

this	 thesis,	 I	will	 examine	how	practices	developed	around	 the	production	of	 community	

technologies	have	the	capacity	 to	affect	 the	process	of	becoming-common.1	In	closing	this	

Introduction,	 I	 turn	 now	 to	 the	 exploration	 of	 the	 questions	 that	will	 engage	me	 in	 this	

thesis.		

	

Research Problem 

	

This	work	does	not	seek	to	determine	how	the	content	of	information	affects	audiences.	

Rather,	it	seeks	to	investigate	the	potential	of	information	technology	to	affect	communities	

and	 their	practices.	The	 thesis	 is	not	 about	how	 “words	 shape	 the	world”	 (Bollier,	 2013,	

p.7),	rather	I	follow	how	an	alternative	approach	to	information	technology	can	shape	new	

operational	logics	and	new	modes	of	relations.	

In	 discussing	 the	 possibility	 of	 reclaiming	 the	 commons,	 this	 thesis	 claims	 that	 the	

current	relationship	between	neoliberalism	and	technology	is	problematic,	and	that	there	

exist	different	 and	more	 sustainable	ways	 to	 engage	with	 technology	and	 its	production.	

This	 thesis	 identifies	 the	 neoliberal	 model	 of	 organising	 society	 and	 the	 production	 of	

technology	 as	 exploitative.	 It	 claims	 that	 by	 encroaching	 upon	 common	 resources	 and	

enclosing	them,	neoliberalism	continually	breaches	the	 limits	of	conservation	for	the	sole	

																																																								
1	In	this	thesis,	I	equate	the	term	community	with	collectivity	and	with	a	bottom-up	approach.	It	is	important	to	situate	the	meaning	

of	this	term	in	this	work	as	the	term	community	is	often	mobilised	for	the	implementation	of	neoliberal	agendas.				
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sake	of	profit	and	control.	Most	importantly,	this	work	claims	that	neoliberalism	produces	

technologies	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 control	 and	 extraction	 of	 profit.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 this	

thesis	offers	the	chance	to	reflect	upon	possibilities	to	resist	these	neoliberal	tendencies.	By	

focusing	on	specific	types	of	technologies,	this	thesis	claims	that	there	exist	alternatives	to	

the	neoliberal	model	of	technological	production.	In	observing	the	practices	of	the	groups	

introduced	above,	I	suggest	in	this	thesis	that	it	is	possible	to	look	at	these	alternatives	to	

neoliberalism	 in	 terms	 of	 technologies	 that	 foster	 processes	 of	 becoming-common.	 I	

propose	further	that	it	is	possible	to	look	at	these	in	the	three	following	ways.	

Firstly,	 the	question	of	 technologies	of	becoming-common	engages	with	the	practice	of	

reclaiming	 spaces.	 In	 fact,	 in	 the	 face	 of	 rising	 neoliberal	 tendencies	 to	 enclose	 public	

spaces	through	surveillance	and	privatisation,	I	suggest	that	events	such	as	hackmeetings	

can	be	considered	as	opportunities	 to	 reclaim	spaces	 for	 collaboration	where	alternative	

practices	and	modes	of	being	together	are	put	into	practice.	I	also	suggest	that	technologies	

such	 as	 Freepto,	 Tails	 and	 Ninux	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 projects	 that	 look	 to	 resist	 the	

neoliberal	regime	of	surveillance,	which	enables	the	extraction	of	profit	from	collaborative	

practices.	 While	 neoliberal	 technologies	 exploit	 collaborative	 practices	 for	 the	 sake	 of	

profit,	 the	 type	 of	 alternative	 technologies	 considered	 in	 this	 thesis	 encourage	

collaboration	for	collaboration's	sake	towards	becoming	a	commons-based	society.		I	argue	

further	that	there	is	another	way	to	look	at	alternative	practices	of	technology	production.	

This	 is	 approached	 by	 looking	 at	 how	 some	 of	 the	 groups	 presented	 above	 develop	

technologies	 for	 the	 conservation	 and	 production	 of	 grassroots	 memory	 projects.	 This	

approach	problematises	institutional	neoliberal	accounts	of	memory	in	that	they	are	based	

on	 a	 deliberate	 politics	 of	 remembering	 and	 forgetting	 that	 tend	 to	 either	 control	 and	

suppress	 or	 subsume	 multiple	 historical	 narratives.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 technologies	 of	

making-memory	 produced	 by	 these	 groups	 seek	 to	 reclaim	 the	making	 of	memory	 from	

neoliberal	 institutions	 and	 produce	 autonomous	 accounts	 of	 grassroots	 memory	 and	

practices	 and	 technologies	 for	 its	 conservation.	 Lastly,	 this	 thesis	 problematises	 the	

concept	of	 the	 social	 as	used	 in	 the	expression	 “social	web”	 and	 “social	media”.	 It	 claims	

that	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 social	 has	 been	 re-signified	 in	 neoliberal	 terms	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	

corporate	 profit.	With	 regard	 to	 this	 problem,	 this	 thesis	 looks	 at	 possibilities	 to	 engage	

with	corporate	social	media	for	the	purpose	of	resistance,	as	well	as	at	alternatives	to	social	

media	produced	by	grassroots	groups.	

In	short,	this	thesis	is	interested	in	exploring	possible	modes	of	resisting	the	hegemony	

of	 neoliberal	modes	of	 domination.	By	 identifying	 technology	 as	 one	 fundamental	 aspect	
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through	which	 neoliberalism	 dominates	 social	 life,	 this	work	 offers	 existing	 examples	 of	

autonomous	groups	that	produce	and	utilise	technology	for	the	purpose	of	resistance	and	

emancipation.	I	turn	now	to	outlining	the	structure	of	the	argument	within	the	thesis.	

	

Thesis structure 

	

The	 thesis	 is	 structured	 in	 five	 chapters.	 Chapter	 One	 provides	 the	 context	 which	 is	

informed	by	a	theoretical	and	historical	discussion	that	situates	the	analysis	developed	in	

Chapters	 Three,	 Four	 and	 Five.	 The	 Chapter	 begins	 with	 a	 review	 of	 the	 concept	 of	

neoliberalism	 and	 then	 discusses	 neoliberal	 politics	 in	 Italy.	 Then,	 it	 moves	 into	 a	

discussion	of	the	relationship	between	neoliberalism	and	technology,	looking	specifically	at	

how	technology	is	used	for	the	purpose	of	domination.	I	develop	this	argument	by	looking	

at	 how	 a	 particular	 type	 of	 activism	 developed	 in	 Italy	 to	 resist	 neoliberal	 politics.	 The	

Chapter	ends	with	an	account	of	the	recent	history	of	how	activists	in	Italy	seek	to	reclaim	

technology	for	the	purpose	of	resistance.	

In	Chapter	Two,	I	move	into	the	discussion	of	the	methods	employed	to	collect	the	data	

for	my	analysis	and	the	methodology	used	to	interpret	them.	In	this	Chapter,	I	describe	my	

fieldwork	and	the	challenges	encountered	during	my	time	spent	in	Italy.	I	also	explain	the	

reasons	for	my	choice	of	non-representational	methodology	for	this	study.	Chapters	Three,	

Four	 and	 Five	 constitute	 the	 core	 of	 this	 thesis.	 Chapter	 Three	 introduces	 the	 first	 case	

study:	 	hackmeeting	2014	 in	Bologna.	Hackmeeting	2014	was	 the	 first	event	of	 its	kind	 I	

had	ever	attended	and	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	establish	contacts	and	relationships	that	

have	 been	 fundamental	 to	 the	 development	 of	 my	 research.	 I	 explore	 some	 of	 these	

connections	in	Chapters	Four	and	Five.	In	Chapter	Three,	I	examine	hackmeeting	as	Event	

and	consider	how	affects	work	toward	the	making	of	collaborative	spaces	that	enable	the	

production	of	 technologies	of	 resistance.	 Specifically,	 I	 look	at	 the	 technology	of	Freepto,	

Tails,	 and	 Ninux.	 Chapter	 Four	 explores	 the	 role	 that	 affects	 play	 in	 the	 production	 of	

technologies	 for	 conservation	 and	 the	 making	 of	 grassroots	 memory	 projects.	 Here,	 I	

introduce	the	second	event	that	I	attended,	Sherwood	Festival	in	Padua,	where	I	also	had	

the	opportunity	 to	 interview	several	participants.	 In	discussing	 the	 relationship	between	

the	making	 of	memory	 and	 the	making	 of	 history,	 this	 Chapter	 also	 looks	 at	 grassroots	

memory	 projects	 such	 as	 Sherwood	 DocX,	 Archivio	 Grafton	 9,	 NGVision,	 Archivio	 Primo	

Moroni,	 ReBAL	 and	 Colibrì.	 Chapter	 Five	 discusses	 the	 activist	 use	 and	 non-use	 of	



	 13	

corporate	social	media	 for	 the	purpose	of	 resistance.	 In	 this	Chapter,	 I	 look	at	how	some	

activists	 engage	 with	 corporate	 social	 media,	 primarily	 Facebook	 and	 Twitter,	 and	 use	

them	 for	 their	 own	 political	 purposes.	 Specifically,	 I	 argue,	 following	 Tiziana	 Terranova,	

that	they	perceive	corporate	social	media	as	the	new	mass	media	that	offer	the	illusion	of	

broadcasting.	 I	 also	 look	 at	 how	 other	 activists	 refuse	 any	 engagement	 with	 corporate	

social	media	and	collaborate,	instead,	to	produce	alternative	social	networks.	In	particular,	

I	introduce	here	the	example	of	the	collective	autistici/inventati,	and	analyse	it	by	using	the	

concept	of	trusted	networks,	elaborated	by	the	collective	Ippolita.		

In	 the	 conclusion,	 I	 reflect	 on	 the	 issues	 and	 diverse	 problems	 that	 this	 analysis	 has	

uncovered.	 I	 discuss	how	 this	work	 contributes	 to	 current	debates	 around	neoliberalism	

and	 its	 politics	 of	 technology	 and,	 most	 importantly,	 to	 discussions	 around	 possible	

alternative	 politics	 of	 technology.	 I	 also	 outline	 some	 of	 the	 issues	 that	 have	 been	

mentioned	in	this	study	and	which	could	be	further	explored.	To	conclude,	I	raise	a	series	

of	 questions	 that	 social	movements	 and	 resistance	 studies	 are	 currently	 encountering	 in	

the	face	of	growing	neoliberal	politics	in	the	academic	institution.	
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CHAPTER	ONE:	Neoliberalism,	Technology	and	Activism	in	

Contemporary	Italy	
	

The	hacker	ethics	according	to	the	Italian	antagonist	movement: 
The	 free	 and	 unhindered	 exchange	 of	 information	 and	 exercise	 of	 horizontal	 and	
interactive	 communication	 with	 all	 the	 tools	 that	 the	 new	 technologies	 provide	 are	
essential	 elements	 of	 our	 basic	 freedoms	 and	 must	 be	 supported	 at	 all	 times.	
Information	wants	to	be	free:	it	belongs	to	the	whole	world,	it	 is	produced	by	and	for	
the	whole	world	and	access	to	information	must	not	be	the	exclusive	right	of	an	elite	or	
a	privileged	group	(Di	Corinto	&	Tozzi,	1999). 

 

 

This	Chapter	situates	Italian	contemporary	grassroots	activism	in	the	historical,	political	

and	 cultural	 context	 where	 it	 operates	 by	 looking	 at	 two	 of	 its	 most	 important	 aspects.	

Grassroots	 activism	 can,	 indeed,	 be	 interpreted	 as	 both	 the	 product	 of	 a	 longstanding	

tradition	 of	 social	 antagonism	 in	 the	 country,	 and	 of	 socio-cultural	 and	 political	

circumstances	 exacerbated	 by	 a	 challenging	 economic	 conjuncture	 brought	 about	 by	 the	

economic	and	financial	crisis	of	2008.	The	country	oscillates	between	insecure	governments	

and	 an	uncertain	 future,	 but	 also	 through	 extraordinary	 expressions	 of	 resistance.	 In	 this	

context,	social	movements	are	an	important	actor,	struggling	to	compensate	for	the	lack	of	a	

sense	of	community	and	solidarity	derived	from	absolute	distrust	in	institutions.	Hence,	it	is	

worth	providing	a	picture	of	 the	current	situation	 the	country	 is	 facing	 to	account	 for	 the	

type	of	resistance	and	demands	that	these	groups	advance. 

The	Chapter	will	approach	the	issue	of	context	initially	by	looking	broadly	at	the	concept	

of	 neoliberalism.	 It	 will	 then	 move	 into	 a	 discussion	 of	 how	 neoliberal	 reforms	 were	

introduced	in	Italy	in	the	1980s,	and	how	they	eventually	consolidated	as	a	response	to	the	

political	and	economic	crisis	in	the	following	years.	Further,	it	will	analyse	the	responses	of	

Italian	 grassroots	 political	 groups	 which	 resist	 neoliberal	 strategies	 implemented	 by	 the	

political	 elite.	 In	 particular,	 it	will	 introduce	 the	movement	 for	 the	 commons	 in	 Italy	 and	

discuss	 how	 previous	 experiences	 of	 activism	 in	 Italy	 have	 affected	 the	 character	 of	 this	

movement.	The	Chapter	will	explain	how	the	movement	 for	the	commons	 is	a	response	to	

the	particular	tendency	of	neoliberalism	to	enclose	public	assets	and	common	resources.		

This	Chapter	 also	 seeks	 to	 clarify	 the	 context	 in	which	 technology	 is	used	as	 a	 tool	 for	

domination	and	that,	at	the	same	time,	sets	the	conditions	of	possibility	for	technology	to	be	

used,	instead,	as	a	tool	for	emancipation.	It	does	so	by	addressing	the	crucial	link	between	

neoliberalism	and	information	technology.	At	the	same	time,	it	also	lays	the	foundation	for	

the	 analysis	 that	will	 unfold	 in	 the	 next	 Chapters	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 history	 of	 grassroots	
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politics	of	technology	and	information	in	Italy.	

 

Neoliberalism 

	

In	this	section,	I	will	discuss	the	concept	of	neoliberalism.	Defining	neoliberalism	is	not	

an	 easy	 task	 because	 rather	 than	 a	 static	 ideology	 it	 is	 a	 shifting	 discourse	 which	

continuously	 evolves.	 For	 instance,	 Saad–Filho	 and	 Johnston	 argue	 that	 neoliberalism	 is	

impossible	 to	 define	 purely	 theoretically	 because	 rather	 than	 a	mode	 of	 production,	 like	

capitalism	or	 feudalism,	 it	 is	more	complex	and	 it	 involves	a	broad	range	of	 features	and	

experiences	(2008,	p.	1).	Dardot	and	Laval	argue	further	that	neoliberalism	is	more	than	an	

economic	 doctrine:	 it	 is	 a	 system	 that	 aims	 at	 producing	 neoliberal	 subjects	 (2013).	

However,	 for	 the	purpose	 of	 this	 thesis,	 I	will	 focus	 on	 the	 aspects	 of	 neoliberalism	 that	

provide	 the	 foundation	 for	 understanding	 the	 struggle	 for	 the	 commons.	 Then,	 in	 the	

following	pages,	 I	will	 try	to	 frame	neoliberalism	as	a	set	of	 ideas	that	have	developed	in	

time	 which	 continue	 to	 adapt	 to	 changing	 circumstances.	 I	 will	 then	 focus	 on	

neoliberalism’s	 tendency	 to	 enclose,	 that	 is,	 to	 privatise,	 which	 is	 the	 process	 that	 the	

struggle	for	the	commons	seeks	to	counteract.		

As	 a	 set	 of	 ideas,	 neoliberalism	 can	 be	 defined,	 first	 of	 all,	 as	 a	 theory	 of	 political-

economic	practices	revolving	around	principles	such	as	deregulation,	privatisation	and	the	

withdrawal	of	social	provisions	of	the	state.	These	anomalies	have	come	to	influence	many	

aspects	 of	 contemporary	 social	 life.	 It	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 particular	 organisation	 of	

capitalism	 that,	 through	 changes	 in	 policies,	 practices	 and	 institutions,	 has	 evolved	 to	

protect	capital	and	reduce	labour	power	(Campbell,	2008,	p.	187).	Neoliberalism	tends	to	

present	itself	as	a	scientific	discipline	based	on	economic	facts.	In	particular,	its	plausibility	

rests	on	the	idea	that	unrestricted	trade	improves	the	wellbeing	of	 individuals	and	offers	

them	the	opportunity	 to	 improve	 their	 situation.	Neoliberalism	 is,	 indeed,	a	very	specific	

social	framework	that,	as	David	Harvey	points	out	(2005,	p.	11),	proposes	that	human	well-

being	 can	 best	 be	 advanced	 by	 liberating	 individual	 entrepreneurial	 freedoms	 and	 skills	

within	 an	 institutional	 framework	 characterised	 by	 strong	 private	 property	 rights,	 free	

markets,	and	free	trade.	

However,	 I	 argue	 further	 that	 neoliberalism	 can	 also	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 social	

framework	stemming	from	economic	values	such	as	those	mentioned	above.	I	will	discuss	

this	further	in	the	following	pages.		
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The	 foundations	of	 neoliberalism	 can	be	 traced	back	 to	Adam	Smith’s	Wealth	of	Nations.	

While	his	 arguments	have	been	 further	developed,	 Smith’s	 theory	 continues	 to	underpin	

contemporary	 neoliberalism.	 Neoliberalism	 is,	 in	 fact,	 a	 reassertion	 of	 the	 fundamental	

beliefs	of	the	liberal	political	economy	that	was	prevalent	in	the	19th	century	(Clarke,	2008,	

p.	 57).	 The	 core	 principle	 of	 classical	 liberal	 political	 economy	 is	 the	 belief	 that	 the	

restriction	of	trade	is	detrimental	to	the	economy	and	the	wellbeing	of	people.	For	instance,	

Smith	 argued	 that	 free	 exchange	was	 a	 transaction	 from	which	 both	 parties	 necessarily	

benefited	since	nobody	would	voluntarily	engage	in	an	activity	being	aware	that	they	might	

emerge	financially	harmed	(1776).		

As	argued	earlier,	neoliberalism	can	be	considered	as	a	changing	discourse,	and	many	

scholars	 have	 contributed	 to	 enriching	 the	 literature	 with	 different	 interpretations	 of	

Smith’s	politico-economic	 theory.	Neoliberalism	can,	 indeed,	hardly	be	seen	as	a	unifying	

doctrine.	 While	 acknowledging	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 phenomenon,	 and	 the	 diversity	 of	

interpretations	 that	 have	 flourished,	 a	 review	 of	 the	 literature	 on	 neoliberalism	 is	 not	

among	the	aims	of	this	section.	However,	to	provide	an	explanation	of	the	phenomenon,	I	

will	consider	the	work	of	two	major	figures	in	the	debate:	Milton	Friedman	and	Friedrich	

von	Hayek.		

In	 his	 influential	 work,	 Capitalism	 and	 Freedom	 (1962)	 Friedman	 argues	 that	 this	

particular	 economic	 doctrine	 considers	 economic	 freedom	 as	 a	 necessary	 condition	 for	

political	 freedom.	 Only	 the	 government	 should	 have	 the	 task	 of	 safeguarding	 economic	

freedom	and	 removing	 any	potential	 obstacle	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 free	markets	 but	 rely	

primarily	on	the	market	to	organise	economic	activity.	Private	enterprise	constitutes	one	of	

the	foundations	of	the	neoliberal	doctrine,	and	is	regarded	as	a	“check	on	the	powers	of	the	

government	and	as	the	guarantee	of	freedom	of	speech,	religion,	and	thought”	(Friedman,	

1962,	 p.	 3).	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 here	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 freedom	 mentioned	 by	

Friedman	differs	substantially	from	the	idea	of	freedom	that	appears	in	the	opening	quote	

to	the	Chapter.	In	fact,	neoliberal	freedom	is	negative	freedom,	that	is,	freedom	from.	In	this	

specific	 case,	 it	 is	 the	 freedom	 from	 state	 interference	 that	 hinders	 the	 accumulation	 of	

profit.	Hackers,	 instead,	conceive	freedom	in	 its	positive	sense,	 that	 is,	 freedom	to.	This	 is	

the	freedom	to	share	information	and	knowledge.	

The	neoliberal	conceptualisation	of	freedom	rests	on	the	critique	of	the	interventionist	

or,	as	it	is	often	referred	to,	“paternalistic”	state,	and	on	the	enlargement	of	the	role	of	the	

individual	 and	 private	 property.	 However,	 this	 does	 not	 entail	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	 role	 of	

government	 altogether.	 Friedman,	 in	 fact,	 conceives	 the	 basic	 problem	 of	 social	
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organisation	as	being	strictly	intertwined	with	the	co-ordination	of	the	economic	activities	

of	a	vast	number	of	people.	The	only	way	to	co-ordinate	these	activities	without	coercion	is,	

he	argues,	through	voluntary	exchange.	The	government	has	the	task	of	regulating	politics	

so	 that	 everyone	 can	 engage	 in	 free,	 voluntary	 exchange.	 As	 long	 as	 the	 freedom	 of	

exchange	 is	maintained,	 the	market	will	 impersonally	 and	without	 centralised	 authority	

prevent	one	person	from	interfering	with	another	in	respect	of	most	activities	(Friedman,	

1962,	 pp.	 13-14).	 Political	 decentralisation	 is	 desirable	 insofar	 as	 it	 facilitates	 private	

enterprising	 and	 unhindered	market	 exchange.	 Private	 enterprising	 and	 the	market	 are	

considered	as	the	only	means	to	a	model	of	social	organisation	based	on	freedom.		

Similarly,	in	his	work	The	Road	to	Serfdom	(1944),	von	Hayek	argues	that	all	those	forms	

of	government,	which	engage	in	the	direction	of	social	 forces	toward	state-planned	goals,	

are	 to	be	 resisted	because	 they	 interfere	with	 individual	 freedom	 (p.	 28).	He	 considered	

coercive	forms	of	government	such	as	fascism	and	Nazism,	of	state-led	socialism	like	in	the	

Soviet	Union,	but	also	various	types	of	welfare	state.	The	appropriate	role	for	the	state	was	

to	make	 competition	 effective.	 Unlike	 Friedman,	 indeed,	 Hayek	 argued	 that	 competition	

rather	 than	 the	market	 is	 a	 better	method	 for	 coordinating	 human	 efforts	 (1944,	 p.	 37).	

Hence,	 to	 guarantee	 the	 successful	 use	 of	 competition,	 a	 particular	 kind	 of	 government	

action	may	be	required	(p.	38).2		

The	neoliberal	project	envisages	a	society	constituted	by	 individuals,	each	pursuing	 their	

self-interest;	 as	Margaret	 Thatcher	 notoriously	 proclaimed:	 "There	 is	 no	 such	 a	 thing	 as	

society.	There	are	individuals,	men	and	women,	and	there	are	families”	(1987).	Neoliberals	

maintain	 that	 in	 a	 free	 market	 society,	 it	 is	 enough	 to	 have	 funds	 to	 pursue	 private	

enterprises.	 Lastly,	 they	 argue	 that	 inequality	 in	 wealth	 preserves	 political	 freedom.	

Friedman,	 for	 instance,	discusses	plans	 to	 “alleviate	poverty”	 (1962,	p.	190).	These	plans	

preferably	 rely	 on	 “the	 self-restraint	 and	 good	 will	 of	 the	 electorate”	 to	 tax	 themselves	

rather	 than	 on	 government	 plans	 to	 impose	 taxes	 on	 the	 wealthier	 to	 pay	 subsidies	 to	

others	(p.	194).		These	measures	aim	precisely	at	maintaining	imbalances	in	wealth	rather	

than	reducing	or	eliminating	them.		

If,	 as	 mentioned	 earlier	 in	 the	 introduction,	 our	 practices	 about	 property	 contribute	 to	

shaping	 our	 ways	 of	 being	 human,	 then	 the	 neoliberal	 project	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	

economic	doctrine	that	transcends	the	boundaries	of	the	organisation	of	economic	activity	

and	produces	specific	ways	of	being	human.	Indeed,	it	can	be	argued	that	neoliberalism	is	

																																																								
2	It	 can	 be	 argued,	 however,	 that	 there	 is	 no	 fixed	 position	 among	 neoliberals	 about	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 rather	 a	 diversity	 of	

approaches	(Hacon,	2017).	
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not	only	a	theory	of	the	economy	but	a	political	philosophy	with	particular	ideas	about	how	

to	organise	 society.	With	 its	 emphasis	on	economic	 freedom	as	 the	basis	 of	political	 and	

individual	freedom,	neoliberalism	assigns	to	the	market	a	role	that	goes	beyond	the	mere	

regulation	of	the	economy.	The	market	becomes	a	moral	force	that	rewards	hard-working	

and	enterprising	 individuals	while	 it	penalises	 the	 idle	and	 incompetent	(Clarke,	2008,	p.	

51).	 In	 a	 neoliberal	 perspective,	 competitive	 capitalism	 and	 the	 free	 market	 offer	

opportunities	for	self-improvement,	therefore	failure	to	achieve	better	life	standards	is	to	

be	attributed	to	individual	lack	of	ability	or	will	to	do	so,	rather	than	to	structural	faults	in	

the	 economic	 system.	 Neoliberalism	 emphasises	 freedom	 as	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 and	 the	

individual	as	the	ultimate	entity	in	society	(Friedman,	1962,	p.	5).	

This	 particular	 set	 of	 ideas	 in	 politics	 and	 economics	 has	 developed	 throughout	 time	

and,	as	argued	earlier,	has	adapted	and	continues	 to	adapt	 to	changing	conditions	 in	our	

societies.	Numerous	accounts	present	neoliberalism	as	unfolding	in	a	linear	narrative	from	

classical	liberalism	in	the	19th	century,	to	the	phase	between	the	1920s	and	1940s,	to	the	

neoliberal	 rupture	 that	 occurred	 in	 the	1970s	 through	 to	 the	 consolidation	 in	 the	1980s	

and	1990s	(Venugopal,	2015;	Burgin,	2012).	Others	 like	David	Harvey	(2005)	and	Naomi	

Klein	 (2008)	 identified	 the	 1970s	 as	 the	 beginning	 of	 neoliberalism	 when	 Chilean	

economists	 trained	 at	 the	 Chicago	 School	 and	 experimented	 with	 the	 Chilean	 economy	

under	Pinochet’s	dictatorship.		

However,	 following	 Jamie	 Peck,	 I	 prefer	 to	 define	 neoliberalism	 as	 contingent,	 as	 a	

process	 that	 unfolds	 through	 “a	 series	 of	 vectors,	 moments	 and	 oscillations	 in	 a	 loose	

historical	sequence	from	the	early	twentieth	century	to	the	first	decade	of	the	twenty-first”	

(2010,	p.	11).	Key	moments	 in	 the	ongoing	process	of	neoliberalisation	can	be	 identified,	

however	 they	 are	 not	 to	 be	 interpreted	 as	 phases	 through	 which	 neoliberalism	 unfolds	

linearly	and	should	rather	be	 thought	of	as	 the	alternation	of	 flows	and	backflows	(Peck,	

2010,	p.	8).		

In	light	of	these	premises,	we	can	consider	neoliberalism	as	first	gaining	prominence	in	

the	 1970s	 as	 a	 strategic	 political	 response	 to	 the	 crisis	 of	 productivity	 and	 Keynesian-

welfare.	 Chile	 was	 the	 first	 example	 of	 neoliberal	 "shock	 treatment",	 followed	 by	

Thatcherism	 and	 Reaganism	 as	 its	 vanguard	 projects	 (Peck,	 2010,	 p.	 50).	With	 the	 debt	

crisis	 of	 the	 early	 1980s,	 forms	 of	 neoliberalism	 were	 also	 adopted	 in	 other	 European	

countries	 and	 elsewhere	 (Canada,	 New	 Zealand).	 By	 the	 mid-1980s,	 neoliberalism	 had	

become	 the	 dominant	 form	 of	 capitalist	 globalisation,	 consolidating	 in	 the	 following	

decade.	In	this	Chapter,	I	will	put	particular	emphasis	on	the	1970s	as	the	period	when	a	
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series	 of	 factors	 brought	 about	 the	 amalgamation	 of	 a	 new	 socio-economic	 paradigm	

characterised	by	 the	 intersection	of	neoliberalism	and	 information	 technology.	 In	 fact,	 as	

this	 thesis	 is	concerned	with	 technology-supported	modes	of	 resistance	 to	neoliberalism,	

the	intersection	of	neoliberalism	and	information	technology	is	a	crucial	point	to	explore.	I	

will	look	at	this	aspect	in	detail	in	the	following	pages.	

Finally,	 to	 provide	 a	 comprehensive	 account	 that	 is	 relevant	 to	 the	 argument	 of	 this	

thesis,	I	turn	to	another	crucial	aspect	of	neoliberalism.	As	I	explore	technology-supported	

modes	of	resistance	to	neoliberalism	that	aim	at	reclaiming	the	commons,	it	is	important	to	

consider	that	which	legitimised	neoliberalism,	which	is	the	institution	of	private	property.		

The	 agents	 of	 neoliberalism	 are	 not	 just	 individuals;	 they	 are	 property	 owners.	 As	

explained	 earlier,	 neoliberals	 maintain	 that	 inequality	 in	 wealth	 guarantees	 freedom	 in	

society.	 Private	 property	 is	 a	 fundamental	 institution	 of	 capitalism	 and,	 as	 a	 particular	

mode	 of	 its	 development,	 neoliberalism	 also	 relies	 on	 this	 silent	 presupposition.	 The	

institution	of	private	property	is	naturalised	and	embodied	in	legal	rights	(I	have	explained	

previously	 in	 the	 Introduction	 how	 the	 process	 of	 enclosure	 of	 common-pool	 resources	

began).	 Private	 property	 is	 the	 expression	 of	 a	 particular	 form	 of	 social	 production	 –	

capitalism	–	 that	 is	 regulated	by	 the	market.	 In	capitalism	 labour	 itself	 is	exchanged	as	a	

commodity,	 which	 is	 then	 appropriated	 by	 the	 capitalist	 using	 private	 property.	 Most	

importantly,	 capitalist	 private	 property	 is	 different	 from	 personal	 property	 such	 as	

household	goods;	it	is	social	property	that	is	privately	appropriated	(Clarke,	2008,	p.	52).		

The	privatisation	of	public	assets	and	common	resources	is	one	of	the	main	features	of	

the	 neoliberal	 project.	 Domains	 that	 were	 formerly	 regarded	 as	 off-limits	 have	 been	

opened	 for	 capital	 accumulation.	 These	 range	 from	 public	 utilities	 such	 as	

telecommunication	and	 transportation,	 to	global	environmental	 commons	 like	water	and	

land,	 to	 social	 welfare	 provisions	 like	 education,	 health	 care	 and	 pensions,	 to	 public	

institutions	 such	as	universities	 and	prisons,	 to	 intellect,	 creativity	 and	genetic	materials	

(Harvey,	2007,	p.	35).	The	current	process	of	privatisation	has	no	precedents	in	history	and	

governments	 have	 often	 assisted	 this	 process	 of	 dispossession.	 Private	 property	 has	

become	the	central	mode	of	organising	multiple	forms	of	resources,	and,	most	importantly,	

it	has	 redefined	 the	relationship	between	humans,	and	humans	and	nature.	As	Mansfield	

has	 pointed	 out:	 "property	 relations	 structure	 the	 relationship	 not	 only	 to	 resources	

necessary	 for	 life	 but	 to	 life	 itself	 and	 even	 ourselves"	 (2008,	 p.	 2).	 Privatisation	 can	 be	

considered	 as	 a	 disciplinary	 process	 that	 creates	 new	 kinds	 of	 subjects.	 Furthermore,	

because	 of	 the	 profoundly	 transformative	 nature	 of	 property	 relations,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	
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that	privatisation	is	not	just	one	aspect	of	neoliberalism,	but	the	necessary	precursor:	it	is	

the	condition	for	the	possibility	of	neoliberalism	(Mansfield,	2008,	p.	6).	

Here	 lies	 the	argument	of	 this	 thesis.	As	mentioned	above,	 through	a	diverse	 range	of	

mechanisms,	neoliberalism	has	come	to	affect	the	way	subjects	emerge	as	well	as	the	way	

they	relate	to	each	other	and	their	surroundings.	Neoliberalism	is	to	be	considered	not	only	

as	 a	 theory	 of	 economy	 but,	 most	 importantly,	 as	 a	 political	 philosophy	 and	 a	 social	

framework	that	rests	on	privatisation	as	the	condition	of	its	possibility	and	proclaims	the	

primacy	 of	 the	 individual	 over	 society.	 This	 particular	 set	 of	 ideas	 inevitably	 affects	 our	

ways	of	becoming	human,	and	of	relating	to	our	surroundings	whether	they	be	natural	or	

human-made.	 My	 thesis,	 instead,	 offers	 examples	 that	 challenge	 these	 assumptions.	 By	

discussing	 the	 practices	 of	 Italian	 grassroots	 groups	 in	 their	 struggle	 for	 the	 commons,	 I	

show	how	diverse	modes	of	becoming	and	of	relation	are	possible.	These	become	possible	

because	neoliberal	assumptions	about	the	individual,	society	and	property	are	challenged.		

In	 leading	 to	 the	 analysis	 of	 these	 alternative	 practices	 of	 becoming,	 I	 will	 turn	 now	 to	

explain	how	neoliberal	policies	have	been	introduced	in	Italy.	I	will	focus	specifically	on	the	

recent	political	situation.		

	

Neoliberalism in Italy 	
 
In	 light	of	 the	outline	provided	 in	 the	previous	section,	 the	 following	pages	will	 look	at	

how	neoliberal	policies	have	occurred	in	Italy.	In	particular,	I	will	discuss	how	the	financial	

collapse	of	the	U.S.	credits	market	in	the	fall	of	2008	brought	about	economic	decline	in	the	

country.	I	will	then	explain	how	Italian	governments	have	chosen	to	implement	neoliberal	

reforms	 to	manage	 the	critical	economic	and	political	 situation,	and	 the	 impact	 that	 these	

are	having	in	the	country.	 

The	effects	of	 the	 financial	 crisis	 that	hit	Europe	 in	2008	continue	 to	be	 severe	 for	 the	

Italian	economy	and	the	rest	of	Europe,	and	the	political	elite	are	continuously	encountering	

numerous	difficulties	 in	 the	management	of	 the	political	and	economic	situation.	Firstly,	a	

major	event	affected	the	political	situation:	after	eighteen	years	of	participation	in	politics,	

the	 prime	minister	 Silvio	Berlusconi	 resigned	on	November	12,	 2011.	 Concerned	 that	 his	

inability	to	 launch	an	adequate	economic	reform	constituted	a	risk	not	only	for	the	Italian	

but	 the	entire	European	market	policy,	 the	 Italian	Parliament	and	other	European	 leaders	

pressured	Berlusconi	 to	 resign.	A	reshuffling	of	 three	different	governments	 followed	 this	

event	amongst	debates	and	discussions	around	the	alleged	end	of	the	political	phenomenon	
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defined	as	berlusconismo	(Ginsborg,	2011).3		

The	 technical	 government	 led	 by	Mario	Monti,	 that	 followed	Berlusconi’s	 resignations,	

was	 characterised	 by	 the	 implementation	 of	 emergency	measures	 that,	 in	Monti's	words,	

were	necessary	 for	 the	country	 to	 continue	 to	play	a	 significant	 role	within	 the	European	

Union:	 

 

The	country	must	win	the	challenge	of	redemption;	it	must	return	to	be	and	
must	increasingly	become	the	element	of	strength	and	not	of	weakness	of	the	
European	Union,	that	we	have	contributed	to	founding	and	where	we	should	
be	 protagonists.	 Our	 efforts	 will	 be	 addressed	 to	 balance	 the	 financial	
situation	 and	 to	 resume	 the	 path	 toward	 growth	 while	 keeping	 attention	
focused	on	social	equality.	We	owe	this	to	our	daughters	and	sons;	we	must	
ensure	 them	 a	 respectable	 and	 hopeful	 future.	 […]	 This	 is	 a	 situation	 of	
emergency.	 However,	 I'm	 confident	 that	 Italy	 can	 overcome	 this	 situation	
through	a	common	effort	(Trarcomavaglio	TG,	2011). 

 

 

The	 announcement	 of	 the	 need	 for	 austerity	 measures	 was	 presented	 through	 the	

rhetoric	 of	 collective	 effort	 and	 shared	 sacrifice	 as	 if	 these	 were	 the	 only	 possible	 and	

rational	responses	that	could	solve	the	problem	of	a	broken	economy.	Instead,	rather	than	

being	the	natural	solution,	these	measures	respond	to	a	particular	political	project	(Major,	

2014,	p.	8).	In	fact,	like	many	other	governments	in	countries	hit	by	the	financial	crisis,4	the	

Monti	government	chose	 to	continue	to	walk	 the	path	of	neoliberalism	by	restoring	order	

and	 balance	 in	 credit	markets	 and	 public	 finances	with	 emergency	 credit	 to	 the	 banking	

system,	as	well	as	by	forcing	the	state	back	into	balance	through	harsh	austerity	measures	

(Major,	2014,	p.	8).	

Monti's	 government	 of	 technicians	 was	 in	 charge	 between	 November	 2011	 and	 April	

2013.	 During	 this	 period,	 Italians	 became	 familiar	with	 terms	 such	 as	austerity,	 spending	

review,	and	spread.	These	terms	made	Monti’s	government	very	unpopular	as	the	structural	

reforms	introduced	by	the	government	to	deal	with	the	economic	crisis	in	the	short	period	

failed,	in	fact,	to	forestall	economic	decline.	Among	attempts	to	restore	the	financial	budget	

of	the	state,	the	government	launched	the	decree	Salva	Italia	(Rescue	Italy)	that,	by	reducing	

the	government	public	spending,	has	contributed	to	the	further	dismantling	of	the	welfare	
																																																								
3	The	 political	 press	 in	 Italy	 has,	 at	 length,	 discussed	 the	 event	 of	 Berlusconi’s	 resignation	 as	 the	 end	 of	 an	 era	 marked	 by	 the	

economic,	political	and	cultural	system	of	power	of	the	prime	minister	that	has	been	hegemonic	in	the	country	for	almost	twenty	years.	

See	among	others:	Giglioli,	A.		(7	Nov.	2011)	7	Novembre	2011:	finisce	l’era	Berlusconi?,	La	Repubblica	(n.d)	Silvio	Berlusconi:	gli	anni	del	

potere	1993-2011,	Cardone,	P.G.	(12	Nov.	2011)	Fine	di	un’era:	Berlusconi	si	e’	dimesso.		
4	See,	 for	 instance,	 the	 Papandreou	 government	 in	 Greece	 (despite	 being	 elected	 as	 a	 left-wing	 and	 anti-neoliberal	 party),	 or	 the	

Cowan	government	in	Ireland,	followed	by	Portugal,	Spain,	France,	and	Romania	(Major,	2014,	p.	8).	
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system.	 Included	 in	 the	decree,	 the	most	unpopular	Fornero	Reform	(that	 takes	 the	name	

from	 the	minister	 of	 labour	 and	welfare,	 Elsa	 Fornero)	 introduced	 changes	 in	 the	 labour	

market	 and	 the	 pension	 system,	 exacerbating	 an	 already	 difficult	 situation,	 and	 targeting	

some	of	the	most	vulnerable	social	subjects	such	as	labourers	and	elders. 

This	reform	is	an	heir	to	the	longer	history	of	restructuring	the	economy	and	of	capitalist	

politics	 in	 Italy	 since	 the	 1980s;	 this	 has	 continued	 to	 deepen	 the	 dislocation	 between	

society	and	politics	that	has	always	characterised	the	history	of	the	country.	The	economic	

manoeuvres	 that	 governments	 launched	 in	 the	 1980s	 laid	 the	 foundations	 for	 Italian	

neoliberal	 politics.	 The	 1980s	 were	 depicted	 as	 a	 new	 era	 of	 economic	 prosperity.	 In	

particular,	 FIAT’s	defeat	of	October	1980	had	a	major	 impact	on	 the	 labour	movement	 in	

Italy	and	marked	a	shift	in	the	balance	of	power	between	capital	and	labour	back	decisively	

to	 the	employers.5	This	decade	witnessed	 the	enlargement	of	 the	restricted	elite	of	 Italian	

capitalism	with	 some	 new	 arrivals	 such	 as	 Silvio	 Berlusconi	 and	 his	 large	media	 empire	

(Ginsborg,	1990,	p.	408).	However,	at	the	same	time,	Italy's	public-sector	deficit	continued	

to	grow	while	the	fragility	of	the	economy,	mainly	based	on	small-	and	medium-sized	firms,	

struggled	 to	 meet	 the	 challenges	 of	 the	 single	 European	 market	 that	 Italy	 joined	 in	 the	

1990s.	

Without	going	into	the	details	of	the	various	governments	that	followed	each	other,	it	is	

important	to	look	at	the	distinctive	traits	of	the	Italian	model	of	capitalism	developed	since	

the	1980s	 to	provide	a	broader	 context	 for	 the	 current	history	of	political	 reforms.	As	an	

example	of	state-led	capitalism,	Italy's	neoliberal	turn	in	the	1980s	has	been	supported	by	a	

solid	base	of	socio-political	interests	–	small	and	medium-sized	firms,	large	firms,	the	public	

sector,	classes	depending	on	transfers	(Palombarini,	2001;	2003).	This	support	has	made	it	

possible	 to	 undertake	 numerous	 institutional	 reforms	 in	 the	 financial	 sector,	 the	 product	

markets,	 the	 labour	 market	 and	 the	 welfare	 system.	 However,	 Amable,	 Guillaud	 and	

Palombarini	 (2011)	 argue,	 the	 dominant	 social	 bloc	 that	 had	 supported	 this	 process,	

disintegrated	with	the	political	crisis	that	started	in	1992	as	a	result	of	political	corruption,	

and	marked	the	end	of	the	so-called	"first	republic".	With	the	reshuffling	of	the	old	political	

parties	 into	new	parties	and	coalitions	of	government,	 the	successive	governments	–	 from	

both	sides	of	the	political	spectrum	–	have	since	tried	to	adopt	the	strategy	of	a	neoliberal	

“rupture”	as	an	attempt	to	rebuild	a	dominant	social	alliance	(ibid,	p.	4).		
																																																								
5	FIAT	is	the	largest	automotive	factory	in	Italy	and	a	paramount	asset	to	the	Italian	economy.	The	working	class	at	FIAT	had	been	

strong	enough	to	stop,	for	many	years,	the	mechanisms	of	restructuring	that	the	administration	had	tried	to	carry	on.	However,	on	10	

September	1980,	FIAT	announced	the	dismissal	of	14.469	workers.	This	event	is	typically	referred	to	within	the	movement	as	"the	defeat	

of	the	FIAT”	because	it	represented	a	significant	defeat	for	the	Italian	working	class	and	its	identity.					
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The	 so-called	 "Italian	 transition"	 initiated	 a	 major	 political	 decentralisation	 process	

while,	 in	 the	 economy,	 the	 most	 important	 sectors	 were	 opened	 to	 competition.	

Privatisations	 dismantled	 the	 system	 of	 public	 companies,	 the	 system	 of	 pensions	 partly	

gave	way	 to	a	 funded	system,	and	 the	 labour	market	was	significantly	 liberalised	 (ibid,	p.	

10).	In	fact,	to	resolve	the	economic	and	productive	problems	of	the	country	in	the	1990s,	

governments	designed	plans	oriented	to	the	privatisation	of	a	large	part	of	the	public	sector.	

As	 mentioned	 above,	 the	 public	 debt	 had,	 in	 fact,	 by	 then	 reached	 dangerous	 levels	

(Vasapollo,	1998).	At	the	same	time,	Italy	was	joining	the	European	Market	in	1992,	and	the	

process	 of	 privatisation	 was	 envisaged	 as	 the	 cure	 for	 the	 Italian	 economy	 to	 revive	 its	

competitiveness.	 	 The	 leading	 firms	 controlled	 by	 the	 state	 were,	 by	 means	 of	 law,	

transferred	to	the	control	of	private	companies.	In	this	way,	their	"mission"	changed:	from	

firms	 managed	 according	 to	 objectives	 linked	 to	 the	 public	 interest,	 they	 became	 firms	

whose	 business	was	managed	 according	 to	 the	 rules	 of	 the	market	 (R&S,	 n.d.,	 p.	 9).	 Italy	

joined	 the	 globalised	 market	 economy,	 and	 this	 choice	 left,	 throughout	 the	 years,	 an	

increasing	 number	 of	 people	 without	 protection	 and	 increased	 inequalities:	 the	 welfare	

system	began	to	be	increasingly	dismantled,	and	the	labour	cost	suffered	a	severe	decrease	

that	could	lead	to	the	end	of	the	national	contract	(Amable,	Guillaud,	Palombarini,	2011,	p.	

35).			

Again,	 in	 this	 respect,	 FIAT	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 a	 new	 model	 of	 industrial	 and	 labour	

relations	 in	 the	 country.	 The	 internationalisation	 strategy	 adopted	 by	 the	 current	 CEO	 of	

FIAT,	Marchionne,	requires	an	increase	in	productivity	to	be	achieved	at	the	cost	of	greater	

flexibility	and	lower	cost	of	labour.	The	agreements	voted	at	the	factories	in	Pomigliano	and	

Mirafiori	 have	 (among	 other	 things)	 signed	 these	 two	 factories	 outside	 of	 the	 national	

bargaining	 framework,	 opening	 the	way	 for	 each	 company	 to	 choose	 the	model	of	 labour	

relations	 most	 appropriate	 to	 its	 competitiveness	 without	 necessarily	 abiding	 by	 the	

national	contract	(ibid,	p.	36).			

In	 light	 of	 this	 excursus,	 the	 choice	 of	 austerity	 to	 face	 the	 Great	 Recession	 can	 be	

interpreted	 not	 as	 necessary	 but	 as	 a	 particular	 choice	 to	 give	 priority	 to	 the	 control	 of	

public	finances	over	supporting	policy	to	protect	the	most	vulnerable	social	groups,	a	long-

term	 tendency	 as	 the	 previous	 sections	 have	 explained.	 The	 reforms	 of	 the	 Monti	

government	 must	 be	 read	 in	 this	 context	 where	 political	 decisions	 have	 been	 made	 to	

continue	 on	 the	 path	 of	 neoliberal	 politics	 as	 opposed	 to	 looking	 after	 the	 interests	 of	

vulnerable	classes. 
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The	reforms	of	the	pension	system	designed	by	the	minister	Elsa	Fornero	was	born	out	of	

this	logic.	The	reform	attempted	to	relieve	the	burden	of	the	welfare	of	the	state	by	shifting	

the	responsibility	to	the	citizens.	It	established	incentives	for	those	who	keep	working	after	

the	 minimum	 retirement	 age	 and	 disincentives	 for	 those	 who	 retire	 before	 then.	

Furthermore,	 it	 sets	 a	minimum	 age	 for	 retirement	 that	 has	 increased	 for	 both	men	 and	

women	 as	 required	 by	 the	 European	 Union	 and	 a	 flexible	 age	 slot	 that	 encouraged	 to	

continue	 working	 after	 the	 minimum	 retirement.	 The	 pensions	 were	 reformed	 and	

calculated	following	the	contributory	method	and	the	so-called	principle	of	convergence	to	

adequate	 and	 homogenise	 all	 pensions	 by	 increasing	 the	 tax	 rate	 on	 some	 sector	 of	

independent	 labourers	 such	 as	 retailers,	 farmers,	 artisans,	 and	 introducing	 small	

advantages	 for	 young	 workers.	 Furthermore,	 the	 reform	 abolished	 the	 indexing	 of	 the	

pensions	to	inflation	for	all	pensions	except	the	minimum	ones.6					 

As	Fornero	herself	explained,	the	reform	of	the	pension	system	is	best	understood	when	

considered	 together	 with	 the	 reform	 of	 the	 labour	 market,	 which	 introduced	 several	

measures	addressed	to	make	the	labour	market	more	“inclusive	and	dynamic”	(Law	28	June	

2012,	 n.	 92).	 The	 reform	 of	 labour	 was	 designed	 to	 make	 full-time	 permanent	 labour	

contracts	 increasingly	 obsolete	 and	 to	 replace	 them	with	 temporary	 job	 contracts	 as	 the	

primary	model	for	labour	relationships.	In	this	respect,	the	reform	also	modified	article	18	

of	the	law	300/1970	of	the	statute	of	workers	about	workers	layoff.	Article	18	had	been	one	

of	 the	 ideological	strongholds	of	 the	 labour	movement	 in	Italy	and	had	protected	workers	

from	unjustified	sacking.	This	was	amended	in	order	to	make	the	reinstatement	of	workers	

harder	 and	 to	 further	 reduce	 the	 bargaining	 power	 of	workers.	 Regarding	 social	 security	

benefits,	the	reform	reduced	the	duration	of	mobility	and	unemployment	insurance.7	 

Both	these	reforms	drastically	depreciate	labour	in	order	to	attract	capital.	Furthermore,	

they	 completely	unhook	capital	 from	any	 relationship	with	 the	 labour	 force	 so	 that	profit	

becomes	 an	 independent	 variable.	 In	 this	 way,	 they	 contribute	 to	 further	 not	 only	 the	

fragmentation	of	the	labour	market,	but	also	the	precariousness	of	the	working	and	middle	

classes	and	 the	 loss	of	bargaining	power	of	 the	 labour	 force,	most	of	which	has	 remained	

unrepresented	and	unorganised.		 

The	process	of	adjustment	to	the	European	directives	in	neoliberal	terms	continued	to	be	

the	focus	of	the	governments	that	followed	Monti’s.	The	general	elections	in	February	2013	

																																																								
6	Riforma	del	Sistema	Pensionistico	Pubblico,	Pub.	L.	n.	214	(22	Decembre	2011)	(in	Italian).		

	
7	Disposizioni	in	materia	di	riforma	del	mercato	del	lavoro	in	una	prospettiva	di	crescita,	Pub.	L.	n.	92,	(28	June	2012)	(in	Italian).	 
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brought	 to	 power	 a	 coalition	 led	 by	 the	 Democratic	 Party	 with	 Enrico	 Letta	 as	 Prime	

Minister.	 However,	 after	 barely	 one	 year,	 he	 was	 replaced	 by	 the	 secretary	 of	 the	 Party	

Matteo	Renzi	after	the	Democrats	required	with	a	strong	majority	a	change	in	the	executive.	

The	 Renzi	 government	 has	 designed	 a	 new	 labour	 reform,	 known	 as	 the	 Jobs	 Act.	 This	

reform	 aims	 at	 making	 the	 labour	 market	 more	 flexible	 by	 increasingly	 removing	

bureaucratic	obstacles	for	hiring	and	firing	for	employers	by	further	revisions	to	article	18	

of	 the	 law	 300/1970	 of	 the	 workers'	 statute.	 The	 reform	 also	 envisages	 a	 reduction	 of	

funding	 for	 social	 benefits.	 The	 reform	 has	 aggravated	 an	 already	 difficult	 economic	 and	

social	 situation.	 In	 fact,	 while	 the	 unemployment	 rate	 is	 higher	 than	 pre-2008	 all	 over	

Europe,	 Italy	was	among	the	first	six	countries	with	the	highest	rate	of	unemployment	(at	

11.8%	in	September	2015).	

The	rate	of	youth	unemployment	remains	particularly	alarming,	floating	at	around	42%	

(Eurostat,	n.d).	While	thousands	of	young	people	continue	to	leave	the	country,	those	who	

stay	 live	 between	 chronic	 unemployment,	 extended	 periods	 of	 inactivity,	 and	 brief	 and	

intense	 periods	 of	 exploitative	 labour.	 The	 issue	 of	 youth	 unemployment	 is	 particularly	

pressing,	 especially	 in	 the	 light	 of	 further	 reductions	 in	 the	 funding	 of	 institutions	 of	

education	and	research,	as	part	of	the	plan	to	bring	state	finances	back	into	balance.	

Renzi’s	 reforms	 have,	 in	 fact,	 interested	 the	 education	 system	 as	 well	 with	 the	 new	

reform	known	as	La	Buona	Scuola	–	The	Good	School	(Governo.it,	n.d.).	This	reform	transfers	

more	authority	and	competencies	to	the	principals	(who	can	act	as	the	CEO	of	a	company)	

and	gives	them	more	power	of	decision	making	about	the	staff.	Furthermore,	it	encourages	

competitiveness	 among	 employees	 and	 schools	 to	 seek	 and	 attract	 private	 investments	

while	 leaving	 the	 situation	 of	 thousands	 of	 precarious	 teachers	 unsolved.	 More	 debates	

around	a	new	reform	of	the	pension	system	are	also	on	the	agenda	of	the	government.	

In	2016,	Renzi	resigned,	however,	 the	post-Renzi	context	has	not	significantly	changed.	

Under	Gentiloni’s	leadership,	while	institutions	continue	to	debate	about	how	to	best	reach	

state	 financial	 balance	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 neoliberal	 politics,	 Italian	 society	 still	

struggles	with	the	pressure	of	new	and	old	challenges.			

The	 political	 and	 economic	 situation	 outlined	 above	 exacerbates	 some	 long-term	

characteristics	of	Italian	society.	Among	these,	the	diffuse	practice	of	clientelism,	a	tendency	

to	use	private	ties	of	a	kinship	or	friendship	type	inside	public	structures,	with	the	intent	of	

making	public	resources	serve	private	ends	has	often	 led	to	 the	widespread	corruption	of	

the	 political	 system	 (Signorelli	 in	 Ginsborg,	 2003,	 p.	 98).	 Furthermore,	 the	 pathological	

situation	 of	 corruption	 of	 the	 country	 and	 the	 decline	 of	 cohesive	 agencies	 of	 political	
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change	is	today,	 increasingly	producing	a	sentiment	of	indignation	that	is	slowly	replacing	

boredom	 (Galli,	 2012).	 In	 the	 meanwhile,	 new	 issues	 emerging	 from	 a	 globalised	 world	

contribute	to	creating	a	social	atmosphere	of	tension.	For	instance,	in	this	specific	historical	

moment,	 Italy	 is	 struggling	with	 the	management	 of	 the	wave	 of	 refugees	 from	Northern	

African	and	Middle-Eastern	countries.	

When	looking	at	contemporary	Italy	from	the	perspective	of	institutional	politics	and	the	

effects	that	institutional	decision-making	has	on	Italian	society,	the	picture	appears	gloomy.	

However,	despite	 the	 critical	 circumstances	of	 the	moment,	 experiences	of	 resistance	and	

emancipation	 can	 be	 found	 when	 looking	 at	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 coin:	 the	 country	 is	

constituted	 by	 small	 associations	 and	 grassroots	 political	 organisations	 that	 fight	 against	

corruption	 and	 apathy,	 promote	 gender	 and	 social	 equality,	 fight	 criminal	 organisations,	

encourage	tolerance	and	inclusion	and	stimulate	critical	thinking.	This	other	side	of	the	coin	

is	 the	 part	 of	 the	 country	 that,	 in	 more	 or	 less	 successful	 ways,	 manages	 to	 redirect	

indignation	toward	meaningful	experiences	of	practices	of	the	commons.	This	other	Italy	will	

be	the	object	of	the	following	section	and	protagonist	of	this	thesis.		

	

Grassroots Activism and the Commons in Italy 
 
As	mentioned	above,	 in	 this	 section	 I	will	 look	at	 some	of	 the	most	 significant	ways	 in	

which	 Italian	society	has	responded	 to	 the	 financial	 crisis.	 In	doing	so,	 I	will	 situate	 these	

experiences	 of	 resistance	 by	 referring	 to	 the	 historical,	 cultural	 and	 political	 context	 that	

affects	their	emergence. 

Italian	 society	 has	 rapidly	 changed	 in	 the	 last	 thirty	 years	 and,	 despite	 long-term	

characteristics	and	structural	faults,	it	is	capable	of	extraordinary	mobilisations	even	if	it	is	

not	 the	 best-structured	 and	 organised	 in	 Europe	 (Ginsborg,	 2013,	 p.	 291).	 Nevertheless,	

recent	 data	 show	 a	 general	 decline	 of	 trust	 in	 public	 institutions.	 The	 last	 Demos	

investigation	 reports	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 country	 that	 is	 coherent	 with	 its	 past.8	Italians	

profoundly	distrust	the	institutions	of	politics	while	one	of	the	most	trusted	public	entities	

is	 Pope	 Francis	 followed	 by	 the	 armed	 forces.	 These	 figures	 might	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	

response	to	the	need	for	certainty	on	the	one	hand	and	for	personal	safety	on	the	other.	At	

the	same	time,	citizens	are	dissatisfied	with	public	services.	They	do	not	 trust	 institutions	

																																																								
8	Demos	&	Pi	is	a	research	institute	that	works	in	the	area	of	political	and	social	research	through	local,	national	and	international	

investigations	(http://www.demos.it).			
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such	 as	 trade	 unions	 and,	 above	 all,	 political	 parties	 and	 the	 Parliament	 itself.	 The	

widespread	distrust	in	society	seems	to	also	surround	the	sphere	of	personal	relations.	The	

report	 shows	 that	 dealing	with	 others	 is	 always	managed	with	 caution	 by	most	 citizens.	

Lastly,	 Italians	 report	 that	 they	 feel	 “invaded”:	 fear	 of	 migrants	 has	 never	 been	 higher.	

Despite	such	an	alarming	picture,	political	participation	seems	to	have	increased	in	the	last	

year,	mostly	online	but	also	in	traditional	forms	such	as	marches	and	protests	(Demos	&	PI,	

2016).	 

The	 sentiments	 of	 indignation	 and	 distrust,	 so	 present	 among	 large	 sectors	 of	 Italian	

society,	has	often	been	successfully	managed	and	redirected	toward	meaningful	experiences	

of	 struggle	 and	 re-appropriation	 of	 the	 commons.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 the	 growing	 neoliberal	

tendency	to	privatise	common-pool	resources	under	the	dictates	of	austerity,	the	movement	

for	 the	 commons	 in	 Italy	 is	 organising	 and	 acting	 in	 order	 to	 contain	 the	 process	 of	

privatisation.9	As	 discussed	 earlier	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 the	 concept	 of	 commons	 is	 broad,	

and	 it	 does	 not	 only	 refer	 to	 natural	 common-pool	 resources	 but	 also	 to	 cultural	 and	

creative	ones.	The	struggle	for	the	commons	is	simultaneously	expanding	beyond	reclaiming	

natural	 resources	 to	 a	 variety	 of	 other	 resources	 and	 services	 necessary	 for	 the	 common	

well-being	of	the	population	targeted	by	the	neoliberal	enclosures.			

Besides	 the	 protection	 of	 natural	 resources,	 such	 as	 water,	 the	 struggle	 of	 citizen	

associations	 and	 grassroots	movements	 coalescing	within	 the	 broader	movement	 for	 the	

commons	is	also	concerned	with	the	protection	of	other	common	resources.10	These	can	be	

defined	as	 cultural	 and	 creative	commons,	 that	 is,	 those	 resources	 that	 are	 the	product	of	

collective	 collaboration	 such	 as	 human	 knowledge,	 cultural	 assets	 or	 the	 Internet	 for	

instance,	 which	 are	 very	much	 under	 assault	 through	 commodification	 and	 enclosure,	 as	

explained	earlier	 in	 the	 Introduction.	They	can	also	be	defined	as	global	commons,	 that	 is,	

public	services	such	as	education,	healthcare,	and	what	can	be	defined	as	welfare.		

In	 this	 specific	 context	of	 the	neoliberal	 rush	 to	privatisation,	 it	 can	be	argued	 that	 the	

Italian	 movement	 for	 the	 commons	 has	 the	 specific	 meaning	 of	 affirming	 that	 these	

resources	are	not	commodities	to	be	bought	and	sold	according	to	market	 logics,	and	that	

neither	private	interest	nor	state	interest	can	appropriately	attend	to	their	management.11	

																																																								
9	La	Repubblica	(17	May	2014)	Corteo	dei	movimenti	in	piazza	”contro	le	privatizzazioni	e	per	i	beni	comuni”	(in	Italian).	
10	In	June	2011,	Italians	were	called	upon	to	vote	on	four	questions:	these	were	aimed	at	stopping	the	privatisation	of	certain	public	

services	such	as	public	transportation,	garbage	collection,	and	nursery	schools;	stopping	the	privatisation	of	water	resources;	abolishing	

the	law	that	re-establishes	an	Italian	nuclear	program;	and	abolishing	laws	providing	a	judicial	shield	to	Prime	Minister	Silvio	Berlusconi.	

All	the	referenda	were	approved	by	the	voters	with	majorities	of	more	than	95%	(Bailey,	&	Mattei,	2013).		
11	More	about	the	commons	in	Italy	in	Mattei,	U.	(2011)	Beni	Comuni:	Un	Manifesto,	Bari,	Laterza	(in	Italian).		
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Indeed,	 with	 specific	 regard	 to	 the	 groups	 considered	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	 struggle	 for	 the	

commons	 is	 to	be	 interpreted	as	a	 struggle	against	a	 system	of	domination	 that	manifests	

itself	 both	 at	 the	 level	 of	 the	 nation-state	 and	 at	 the	 supranational	 level	 in	 the	 form	 of	

economic	 constitutionalism	 imposed	 by	 international	 economic	 institutions	 that	 have	 no	

forms	 of	 representation.	 The	 groups	 investigated	 in	 this	work	 consider	 both	 private	 and	

public	reasons	for	governing	the	commons	as	far	from	the	needs	of	local	communities	whose	

life	conditions	are	deeply	affected	by	decisions	made	about	them.		

The	 movement	 for	 the	 commons	 may	 offer	 a	 new	 constituent	 power,	 providing	

alternative	 channels	 for	 pursuing	 social	 justice	where	 states	 have	 failed	 (Bailey	&	Mattei,	

2013,	p.	975).	However,	as	 I	have	mentioned	in	the	Introduction	to	this	 thesis,	 the	 idea	of	

the	commons	 	 to	be	expanded	 to	become	 the	seed	of	a	hopeful	politics,	of	a	vision	 for	 the	

future.	 As	 David	 Harvey	 points	 out:	 “[...]	 thinking	 about	 the	 commons	 itself	 has	 been	

enclosed	all	too	often	in	a	far	too	narrow	set	of	presumptions,	largely	driven	by	the	example	

of	the	land	enclosures	that	occurred	in	Britain	from	the	16th	century	onward”	(2011,	p.	101).	

The	concept	of	commons	can	be	interpreted	as	going	beyond	the	natural	resources	including	

the	cultural	and	 intellectual	common	 to	which	 the	 logic	of	 scarcity	 is	often	not	applicable.	

The commons	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 something	 that	 is	 always	 in	 the	 making,	 that	 is	

continuously	 being	 produced,	 but	 also	 continuously	 being	 enclosed	 and	 appropriated	 by	

capital	 in	its	commodified	and	monetary	form	(Harvey,	2011,	p.	105).	The	struggle	for	the	

commons,	in	all	its	forms,	is	longstanding	and	continues	today	in	various	forms	and	through	

a	variety	of	practices.	 

It	 is	 thus	 important	 to	 consider	 that,	 since	 the	 movement	 for	 the	 commons	 is	 a	

transnational	movement,	 national	 and	 local	 contexts	 need	 to	 be	 taken	 into	 account	when	

looking	at	the	processes	that	lead	to	its	practice	and	production.		

The	history	and	the	legacy	of	the	forms	of	conflict	specific	to	the	Italian	context	can	be	

useful	to	explain	the	variety	of	citizens’	associations	and	grassroots	movements	that	have	

merged	within	 the	broader	movement.	Under	 the	banner	of	 the	 fight	 for	 the	commons	 in	

Italy,	a	diversity	of	groups	gathers.	These	groups	have	diverse	 interests	although	they	all	

reclaim	the	same	right	to	access	and	use	common	resources.	For	 instance,	 they	claim	the	

universal	 right	 to	 housing	 (Movimento	 per	 la	 Casa),	 or	 the	 right	 to	 preserve	 the	

environment	 by	 opposing	 the	 construction	 of	 costly	 and	 damaging	 public	 work.	 Among	

these	movements	 are:	No	Tav,	 the	movement	 against	 the	 high-speed	 train	 between	 Italy	

and	 France	 and	No	M.u.o.s	 the	movement	 opposing	 the	 construction	 of	 the	Mobile	 User	

Objective	System,	a	modern	satellite	telecommunications	system	of	the	US	Navy,	that	will	
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be	used	 for	widespread	coordination	of	all	US	military	systems	spread	around	 the	globe,	

especially	 drones,	 and	 unmanned	 aircraft	 that	 will	 be	 allocated	 to	 Sigonella	 (Sicily).	

Another	one	is	No	Expo	that	is	the	movement	against	Milan's	candidacy	to	host	Expo	2015,	

in	 the	 belief	 that	 the	 event	 is	 not	 an	 opportunity,	 but	 a	 disaster	 for	 the	 territory,	 the	

commons,	and	the	public	finances.	There	are	also	movements	that	reclaim	the	right	to	the	

cultural	commons,	such	as	the	group	that	has	occupied	the	Roman	theatre	“Teatro	Valle”	to	

protest	against	its	closure. 

	The	character	of	the	movement	for	the	commons	in	Italy	is	variegated,	and	accounting	for	

the	 nature	 of	 each	 group	 is	 not	 among	 the	 aims	 of	 this	 thesis.	 Instead,	 it	 focuses	 on	 the	

observation	 of	 the	 practice	 that	 specific	 groups	 within	 the	 broader	 movement	 for	 the	

commons	 have	developed	 throughout	 time.	As	 I	 have	 explained	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 these	

are	 mainly	 grassroots	 political	 groups	 inspired	 by	 anarchist,	 Marxist	 and	 autonomist	

principles,	 and	 whose	 practices	 of	 resistance	 and	 emancipation	 mostly	 take	 place	 in	

occupied	 spaces	 known	as	 social	 centres.	 These	 groups	 can	be	 regarded	 as	 the	heirs	 of	 a	

history	of	the	practice	of	conflict	and	resistance	that	comprises	past	experiences	of	activism	

in	 the	1960s	 and	 the	1970s,	 such	 as	 the	 extra-parliamentary	political	 activist	 groups,	 the	

New	Left,	the	workers	movement,	the	student	movement	and	the	feminist	movement.	At	the	

end	 of	 the	 1970s,	 the	 Italian	 state	 actualised	 a	 severe	 political	 repression	 with	 the	

intervention	 of	 the	 armed	 forces	 and	 of	 the	 judiciary,	 that	 caused	 the	 movements	 to	

implode. 12 	The	 decade	 that	 followed	 is	 notoriously	 known	 in	 the	 history	 of	 Italian	

grassroots	activism	as	the	age	of	riflusso,	or	nostalgia,	while	the	restructuring	of	the	capital	

contributed	to	further	the	fragmentation	of	the	Italian	society	(Gervasoni,	2011,	p.	170).		

However,	 in	 the	1980s,	 Italy	was	not	only	setting	 the	example	 for	an	extreme	model	of	

capitalist	accumulation,	as	explained	above,	but	also	laying	the	foundation	for	a	renovated	

age	 of	 grassroots	 activism.	 This	 culminated	 between	 the	 1980s	 and	 the	 1990s	 with	 the	

student	 movement	 known	 as	 “the	 Panther	 Movement”,	 and	 with	 waves	 of	 occupation	 of	

social	centres	across	the	Italian	peninsula	throughout	the	1990s	–	right	in	the	middle	of	the	

wave	of	privatisation	 led	by	 the	state	–	while	merging	with	 the	broader	anti-globalisation	

movement.13	The	 legacy	 of	 the	 tactics	 of	 resistance,	 and	 of	 the	 forms	 of	 conflict	 of	 the	

																																																								
12	For	a	detailed	history	of	social,	political,	and	cultural	activism	in	Italy	1968-1977	see:	Balestrini	N.	&	Moroni	P.	(2011)	L’Orda	d’Oro	

1968-1977:	La	Grande	Ondata	Rivoluzionaria	e	Creativa,	Politica	ed	Esistenziale,	Milano:	Feltrinelli	(in	Italian).		
13	For	 a	 detailed	 history	 of	 the	 Panther	Movement	 see	Denaro,	M.	 (2007)	Cento	giorni.	Cronache	del	Movimento	Studentesco	della	

Pantera	 '90,	 Palermo:	 Navarra	 editore	 (in	 Italian).	 More	 on	 Italian	 social	 centers	 in	 Mudu,	 P.	 (2004)	 Resisting	 and	 Challenging	

Neoliberalism:	The	Development	of	Italian	Social	Centers,	Antipode,	36(5)	917-941	DOI:	10.1111/j.1467-8330.2004.00461.x	

 



	 30	

contemporary	movements	 considered	 in	 this	 thesis	 are	 to	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 this	 history.	

This	legacy	is	to	be	found	in	the	culture	of	conflict	and	the	movements'	theory	and	practice.		

In	the	1960s	and	the	1970s,	Italy	experienced	some	social	conflicts	whose	intensity	has	

been	unlike	any	other	 in	 the	recent	history	of	 the	country.	Such	conflicts	have	profoundly	

shaken	 and	 transformed	 Italian	 society.	 However,	 despite	 the	 deterioration	 of	

contemporary	 conditions,	 many	 aspects	 remain	 the	 same,	 and	 the	 theoretical-practical	

foundations	of	resistance	that	were	laid	in	the	1960s	and	the	1970s	are,	in	many	ways,	still	

very	relevant	today.			

This	history	has	much	to	contribute	in	terms	of	practicing	the	commons:	from	the	practice	

of	 direct	 democracy	 to	 that	 of	 claiming	 and	 taking	 independent	 spaces,	 claiming	 and	

practicing	the	right	to	strike	and	the	right	not	to	be	discriminated	against,	from	occupying	

workplaces,	 universities	 and	 schools	 to	 claiming	 the	 right	 to	 dwelling	 and	 the	 right	 to	

healthcare	 and	 to	 a	 healthy	 environment,	 from	practicing	 independent	 communication	 to	

claiming	the	right	to	work,	as	well	as	denouncing	labour	exploitation	and	to	the	practice	of	

building	 networks	 with	 similar	 experiences	 of	 resistance	 worldwide	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	

organise	 a	more	 equitable	 redistribution	of	wealth	 (Millucci,	 Paccino,	Pifano,	 2007,	p.	 26-

30).	 

However,	 in	 a	 mutated	 economic,	 cultural	 and	 socio-political	 context,	 practices	 and	

theories	 bear	new	meanings,	 produce	new	outcomes	 and	 theorisations,	 and	 interact	with	

new	 subjectivities.	 In	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	 the	 context	 was	 favourable	 to	 the	 industrial	

working	 class	 which	 allowed	 for	 a	 productive	 and	 intense	 experience	 of	 rebellion.	 Two	

decades	of	economic	growth	had	allowed	almost	 full	employment	and	increased	a	 level	of	

homogeneity	of	the	working	class,	giving	the	workers	enough	power	to	oppose	the	capitalist	

class	 on	 several	 fronts.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 a	 new	 generation	 of	 young,	 educated	workers,	

disavowed	of	 the	 structured	 communist	 ideology	 and	quite	 dynamic	 and	 receptive	 to	 the	

cultural	 changes	 emerging	 in	 society,	 brought	 new	 life	 and	 ideas	 to	 the	 already	 strong	

industrial	 workers	 movement.	 The	 concept	 of	 the	 refusal	 of	work	 was	 elaborated	 at	 this	

time,	 to	 resist	 exploitation	 and	 labour	 slavery,	 and	 to	 claim	 a	 time	 of	 life	 away	 from	

production.	This	was	a	very	effective	tactic	of	rebellion.		

In	the	current	context,	where	the	rate	of	unemployment	is	always	increasing,	some	of	the	

tactics	that	were	adopted	by	the	autonomists	in	the	1970s	such	as	the	refusal	of	work	 find	

almost	no	terrain	of	action.	In	fact,	the	renovation	of	Capital	has	brought	about	not	only	the	

emancipation	of	private	capital	from	the	State	and	the	reduction	of	public	spending	for	the	

welfare	system	but	also	the	flexibilisation	of	labour	(Berardi,	2007,	p.	43).		
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Neoliberalism	has	brought	about	a	new	model	of	domination	characterised	by	a	shift	in	

the	 modes	 and	 intensity	 of	 control	 and	 discipline:	 it	 attempts	 to	 structure	 and	 organise	

people	and	social	life	in	their	very	bodies	and	brains,	softly	regulating	the	time	of	labour	and	

the	 time	 of	 leisure.	 Now	 more	 than	 ever,	 capital	 is	 able	 to	 exercise	 control	 over	 the	

population	by	redirecting	every	effort,	every	moment	and	every	behaviour	into	a	regime	of	

production	 and	 of	 productivity.	 The	 relations	 of	 production	 that	 define	 the	 relations	 of	

power	among	economic	and	social	classes	pervade	the	very	existence	of	individuals.			

New	 forms	of	 control	need	new	 forms	of	 resistance	 to	be	 elaborated	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	

liberate	and	take	control	over	the	commons	that	neoliberal	forces	attempt	to	enclose.	If	the	

struggle	against	capitalism	in	the	1960s	revolved	around	the	factory	as	the	symbolic	place	

of	oppressive	relations	of	production,	the	struggle	of	the	1970s	was	around	other	aspects	of	

social	 life	 that	 were,	 too,	 affected	 by	 the	 same	 structure	 of	 relations	 of	 production:	

education,	reproduction,	health	care,	transport	and	the	household.	Nowadays,	the	struggle	

against	neoliberalism	aims	at	containing	and	eventually	stopping	 its	 tendency	 to	privatise	

and	enclose.	It	can	be	argued	that	the	struggle	for	the	commons	aims	precisely	at	this.		

More	 specifically,	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	material	 contained	 in	 this	 thesis	 seeks	 to	make	 a	

contribution	 to	 the	 current	 literature	 about	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 production	 of	 the	

commons	 in	 its	 cultural	 and	 intellectual	 form.	 The	 practices	 of	 the	 groups	 that	 I	 have	

observed	 constitute	 a	 significant	 intervention	 in	 one	 of	 the	 most	 crucial	 aspects	 of	

neoliberal	politics:	its	intersection	with	technology.	Technology	is	used	as	a	powerful	tool	of	

domination	to	control	 the	flows	of	 information.	 It	 is	 important	now	to	turn	to	the	 issue	of	

capitalism	and	technology	 to	outline	how	this	relationship	has	been	and	 is	currently	used	

for	domination	and	exploitation	in	order	to	understand	how	it	can,	instead,	be	reclaimed	as	

a	common	resource	for	emancipation.	

	

Neoliberalism, Technology and Information  

 
Within	 the	 capitalist	 system	 of	 production	 that	 dominates	 this	 current	 conjunction,	

technology	plays	a	crucial	role	not	only	in	the	extraction	of	labour	but	also	in	the	shaping	of	

social	values	and	subjectivities.	I	claim	that	technology	cannot	be	considered	outside	a	net	

of	 power	 relations	 and	 that	 it	 both	 creates	 and	 replicates	 social	 power	 differentials,	 thus	

reshaping	human	 activity	 and	 its	meanings.	 This	 section	will	 consider	 both	 technology	 in	

relation	to	the	condition	of	capitalist	production	and	the	role	that	information	came	to	play	

within	this	production	system.	This	excursus	aims	at	clarifying	how	technology	in	a	system	
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of	production	driven	by	accumulation	becomes	a	tool	of	domination,	and	how	technological	

development	is	driven	by	the	goal	of	accumulation.	This	is	a	central	point	for	this	thesis,	as	

the	 intersection	 between	 capitalism	 and	 technology	 sets	 the	 conditions	 from	 which	

grassroots	practices	around	technology	emerge. 

The	socio-political	nature	of	technology	has	been	the	focus	of	several	social	analyses.	In	

the	19th	century,	critics	of	the	capitalist	system	of	production	had	an	interest	in	the	role	of	

technology,	 laying	 the	 foundations	 for	 following	studies.	A	well-known	exploration	of	 this	

topic	 is	 Marx’s	 analysis	 of	machinery:	 that	 is,	 an	 automatic	 system	 set	 in	 motion	 by	 an	

automaton	consisting	of	a	number	of	mechanical	and	intellectual	organs.	According	to	Marx,	

the	workers	can	be	no	more	than	the	conscious	limbs	of	the	automaton	that	he	regarded	as	

deeply	entrenched	in	and	functional	to	capitalist	expansion	(1973,	p.	132).	Marx	suggests	an	

intimate	and	dynamic	relationship	between	capital	and	technology	which	sees	the	former	as	

constantly	 trying	 to	 transcend	 the	 limitations	of	productivity	by	 introducing	 technological	

innovation,	 as	 it	 reads	 at	 the	beginning	of	 the	15th	 chapter	of	Capital	 entitled	 “Machinery	

and	Modern	Industry”:	

 

John	 Stuart	 Mill	 says	 in	 his	 "Principles	 of	 Political	 Economy":	 "It	 is	
questionable	 if	 all	 the	 mechanical	 inventions	 yet	 made	 have	 lightened	 the	
day's	toil	of	any	human	being."	That	is,	however,	by	no	means	the	aim	of	the	
capitalistic	 application	 of	 machinery.	 Like	 every	 other	 increase	 in	 the	
productiveness	 of	 labour,	 machinery	 is	 intended	 to	 cheapen	 commodities,	
and,	 by	 shortening	 that	 portion	 of	 the	working-day,	 in	 which	 the	 labourer	
works	 for	 himself,	 to	 lengthen	 the	 other	 portion	 that	 he	 gives,	 without	 an	
equivalent,	 to	 the	 capitalist.	 In	 short,	 it	 is	 a	 means	 for	 producing	 surplus-
value	(1906,	p.	405).	

	
 

Marx's	analysis	of	the	division	of	labour	under	capitalism	offers	a	valid	methodology	for	

refuting	 the	 various	 "objectivist"	 ideologies	 about	 technological	 progress.	 Automation,	 in	

Marx's	 view,	 eliminates	 work	 as	 a	 craft,	 reduces	 workers	 to	 a	 specialised	 function	 and	

labour	into	repetitive,	alienating	tasks.	At	the	same	time,	this	specific	organisation	of	labour	

made	 automation	 possible	 together	 with	 technological	 development	 which,	 according	 to	

Marx,	 is	 driven	 by	 capitalism’s	 productive	 efficiency.	 While	 Marx	 points	 out	 the	

revolutionary	and	 liberatory	potential	of	 the	use	of	machinery	 in	 large-scale	 industry	 in	a	

state-led	 socialist	 society,	 his	 primary	 preoccupation,	 as	 the	 quote	 above	 shows,	was	 the	

application	of	machinery	on	a	capitalist	basis,	that	is,	to	maximise	the	profits	of	capitalists.	

This	particular	use	of	machinery,	Marx	argues,	enslaves	workers	rather	than	liberates	them	

from	the	burden	of	labour.	
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				This	was	a	well-established	view	among	19th-century	critics	of	 the	capitalist	mode	of	

production.	 Pierre-Joseph	 Proudhon,	 for	 instance,	 highlights	 not	 only	 important	 issues	

stemming	from	the	relationship	between	workers	and	the	use	of	machines	but	also	tackles	

the	 broader	 issue	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 machinery	 development	 and	 economic	

progress.	In	fact,	he	highlights	both	the	risks	for	the	workers	to	be	cut	off	from	the	system	of	

production	and	at	the	same	time	denounces	the	potentially	destructive	effects	that	the	race	

toward	an	increasingly	advanced	type	of	machinery	could	bring	about:		

 

Very	 far	 from	 freeing	 humanity,	 securing	 its	 leisure,	 and	 making	 the	
production	of	everything	gratuitous,	these	things	would	have	no	other	effect	
than	to	multiply	labour,	induce	an	increase	in	population,	make	the	chain	of	
serfdom	 heavier,	 render	 life	 more	 expensive,	 and	 deepen	 the	 abyss	 which	
separates	the	class	that	command	and	enjoys	 from	the	class	that	obeys	and	
suffers	(1847,	p.	29).	
 

 

Proudhon	 had	 also	 realised	 the	 liberatory	 potential	 deriving	 from	 the	 introduction	 of	

machinery	 in	 the	 economy,	 as	 he	 points	 out:	 “with	 the	 introduction	 of	 machinery	 in	 the	

economy,	wings	are	given	to	LIBERTY”	(1847,	p.	7-8).	However,	like	Marx,	he	was	aware	of	

the	 risks	 introduced	by	 the	use	of	machines	under	 the	 capitalist	 regime	of	production,	 as	

emerges	 from	 the	 quote	 above.	 Unlike	Marx,	 instead,	 he	 did	 not	 believe	 that	 the	 goal	 of	

progress	was	state-led	communism.	He	believed	that,	at	that	point	in	history,	workers	were	

radically	divided	by	the	introduction	of	machinery	in	the	labour	process,	and	that	there	was	

no	 fraternity	 among	 them.	 The	 direction	 was,	 then,	 not	 state-led	 communism	 but	 the	

education	of	workers	as,	 the	better	 the	working	class	could	understand	the	mechanism	of	

property	the	more	energetically	revolutionary	it	would	become	and	eventually	take	control	

of	the	mechanisms	of	production	(1847,	p.	30).		

Further	insights	about	the	relationship	between	capitalism	and	technology	are	offered	by	

the	Marxist	tradition	known	as	operaismo	–	workerism	–	elaborated	in	Italy	in	the	1960s.	In	

fact,	while	Marx	made	Capital	the	centre	of	his	analysis,	thinkers	of	operaismo	proposed	an	

inversion	of	 the	problem	starting	 from	 the	working	 class	 to	 explain	Capital	 and	 capitalist	

society.	The	operaisti	looked	at	the	intersection	of	capital	and	technology	from	the	point	of	

view	 of	 the	working	 class,	 analysing	 the	 labour	 process	 and	 the	 technology	 employed	 in	

sociological	 terms,	 as	 affecting	 the	 relations	 of	 force	 between	 classes.	 Their	 analyses	 are	

very	 relevant	 in	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 the	 understanding	 of	 how	 technology	 has	

increasingly	come	to	define	not	only	the	way	we	produce,	but	also	and	increasingly,	the	way	

we	 live	 and	 organise	 our	 complex	 society.	 In	 fact,	 it	might	 be	 argued	 that	 some	 of	 these	
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analyses	perceptively	predicted	the	role	that	technology	and	information	could	increasingly	

play	in	disciplining	and	organising	societies.		

For	instance,	Raniero	Panzieri,	one	of	the	intellectuals	of	Italian	operaismo,	is	the	author	

of	one	of	the	most	important	pieces	discussing	the	role	of	technology	under	capitalism.	He	

returns	 to	 the	 topic	 elaborating	 on	 Marx’s	 ideas	 on	 the	 capitalist	 use	 of	 technology.	 He	

argues	 that	 technology	 is	 used	 not	 only	 as	 a	means	 to	 extract	more	 labour	 and	 produce	

more	surplus-value	but	also	as	a	means	for	Capital	to	increasingly	exercise	control	both	in	

the	factory	and	outside,	as	he	explains	in	this	passage:		

 

The	 capitalist	 development	 of	 technology,	 as	 it	 passes	 through	 the	 various	
stages	 of	 rationalisation,	 involves	 more	 and	 more	 sophisticated	 forms	 of	
integration,	etc.	–	a	continual	growth	of	capitalist	control.	The	basic	factor	in	
this	 process	 is	 the	 continual	 growth	 of	 constant	 capital	 with	 respect	 to	
variable	 capital.	 In	 contemporary	 capitalism,	 as	 is	 well	 known,	 capitalist	
planning	 expands	 enormously	 with	 the	 transition	 to	 monopolistic	 and	
oligopolistic	forms,	which	involve	the	progressive	extension	of	planning	from	
the	factory	to	the	market,	to	the	external	social	sphere	(1976a,	p.	56).	

 

 

According	to	Panzieri,	the	introduction	of	technology	determines	a	remarkable	reduction	

of	the	cost	necessary	for	the	reproduction	of	workers	while,	at	the	same	time,	it	completes	

their	 absolute	dependence	upon	 the	 factory,	hence	upon	 the	 capitalist.	 In	Panzieri's	 view,	

the	 technological	 process	 is	 thus	 one	 mode	 of	 existence	 of	 Capital.	 Capital	 determines	

technological	development	(1976b,	p.	54).	The	significant	contribution	of	Panzieri,	though,	

consists	in	the	way	he	is	able	to	connect	the	capitalist	use	of	technology	to	the	development	

of	 capitalist	 planning	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 control.	 He	 claims	 that	 the	 new	 technological-

organisational	 forms,	 brought	 about	 by	 the	 introduction	 of	 increasingly	 sophisticated	

machinery,	 also	witnessed	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 development	 of	managerial	 techniques	 and	

functions.	 These	 techniques	 ensure	 capitalist	 control,	 as	well	 as	 an	 adequate	 relationship	

with	 the	 global	 techno-economic	 processes.	 Panzieri’s	 argument	 is	 incredibly	 productive	

because	 he	 focusses	 on	 the	 sociological	 and	 organisational	 techniques	 of	 contemporary	

capitalism,	 explaining	 that	 through	 the	 introduction	 of	 constant	 capital	 (machinery)	 the	

capitalist	 softly	 forces	 living	 labour	 (variable	 capital)	 to	 adequate	 to	productive	planning.	

This	argument	is	particularly	relevant	if	we	consider	the	state	of	the	intersection	between	

capital	 and	 technology	 in	 the	 current	neoliberal	 conjunction,	 as	 I	will	 explain	 later	 in	 this	

Chapter.	Panzieri	argues	further	that:		
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In	this	context,	it	is	evident	that	techniques	of	information	tend	to	gain	more	
importance	increasingly.	These	aim	at	neutralising	the	workers	protests	that	
emerge	from	the	absolute	alienating	character	of	the	processes	in	the	large-
scale	rationalised	factory	(1976b,	p.	62,	translation	mine).		

	

Panzieri	interprets	information	as	a	stabilising	factor	for	the	power	of	Capital.	This	aspect	

is	of	particular	importance,	because	it	shows	how	the	Marxist	tradition	of	Italian	operaismo	

posited	 the	 hypothesis	 of	 an	 informational	 turn	 already	 at	 work	 in	 the	 age	 of	 industrial	

revolution	(Pasquinelli,	2015,	p.	49).	 In	 fact,	as	early	as	1961,	Romano	Alquati,	another	of	

the	animating	souls	of	operaismo,	had	already	begun	to	develop	analyses	of	this	kind	in	his	

observations	 of	 the	 Olivetti	 computer	 factory	 in	 Ivrea.	 In	 his	 piece	 entitled	 Organic	

Composition	of	Capital	and	Labor	Force	at	Olivetti,	Alquati	looks	at	the	role	that	information	

plays	in	the	process	of	valorisation	of	Capital.	He	distinguishes	between	control	information,	

operated	by	the	proprietorial	bureaucracy,	and	operative	information	created	instead	by	the	

workers.	 The	 first	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 capitalist	 control	 descends	 into	 the	 body	 of	 the	

workers	to	record	control	information	via	the	mediation	of	machinery	(Pasquinelli,	2015,	p.	

54).	 The	 latter	 is	 the	 essential	 part	 of	 labour-force,	 all	 those	 creative	 acts,	measurements	

and	evaluations	that	workers	perform	to	valorise	capital,	and	that	make	the	labour	process	

a	 social	 one:	 “the	 labour	 process	 is	 a	 social	 process;	 it	 realises	 itself	 in	 the	 circulation	 of	

information	 which	 constitutes	 workers	 cooperation’’	 (Alquati,	 1961,	 p.	 114,	 translation	

mine).		

Ahead	 of	 his	 time,	 Alquati	 highlights	 how	 the	 creative	 acts	 and	 the	 decisions	 that	 the	

workers	make	in	the	labour	process	are	the	most	important	aspect	of	labour:	these	acts	and	

decisions	 can	 be	 counted	 as	 productive	 information	 (1961,	 p.	 114).	 Most	 importantly,	 he	

regards	information	as	those	acts	continuously	performed	by	the	workers	that	both	power	

and	 gradually	 improve	 the	 design	 of	machines	which	 valorise	 the	 products.	 On	 the	 other	

hand,	 machines	 work	 as	 bureaucratic	 feedback	 apparatuses	 to	 control	 workers	 and	

accumulate	workers’	information	and	knowledge.		

As	Alquati	had	envisaged,	the	concept	of	information	increasingly	came	to	play	a	central	

role	 in	 the	 labour	 process	 as	 well	 as	 in	 society	 and	 culture.	 Nowadays	 the	 concept	 of	

information	and	the	related	concepts	of	informatisation	and	digitisation	are	used	to	indicate	

the	shift	from	the	physical	to	the	immaterial.	However,	it	can	be	argued	that	this	movement	

away	from	the	gravity	of	material	production	and	of	material	needs,	for	instance,	a	service	

economy	and	information	trade	or	the	lightness	of	glass-fibre	communication	networks	is	a	

rhetorical	 move,	 as	 material	 production	 has	 not,	 indeed,	 become	 any	 less	 important	 for	

humanity	(van	der	Ploeg	2002,	p.	57).			
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The	intellectuals	of	operaismo	in	the	1990s	conducted	particularly	insightful	analyses	on	

the	transition	of	 the	capitalist	system	to	the	phase	of	post-Fordism.	Far	 from	being	recent	

theoretical	acquisitions,	notions	of	immaterial	labour	and	cognitive	capitalism	could	already	

be	found	in	earlier	Marxist	works.	The	idea	of	the	cognitive	and	intellectual	component	of	

production	playing	a	 crucial	 role	 in	 the	 industrial	machinery	 system	 is	already	present	 in	

Marx's	work	 and	particularly	 explored	 in	 his	 posthumous	notes,	Grundrisse.	 In	 this	work,	

Marx	 explains	 that	 the	 intellectual	 faculties	 of	 the	production	process,	 "the	 general	 social	

knowledge",	 are	 transformed	 into	 direct	 force	 of	 production	 by	 the	 power	 exercised	 by	

capital	over	labour	(1973,	p.	136).	This	excerpt	was	the	starting	point	of	many	analyses	of	

the	so-called	"knowledge	economy"	by	intellectuals	of	operaismo	in	the	1990s.	However,	as	

Pasquinelli	 points	 out,	 they	 framed	 the	 passage	 from	 the	 industrial	 to	 the	 post-industrial	

mode	 of	 production	 in	 terms	 of	 linguistic	 or	 cognitive	 turn	 of	 labour	 rather	 than	 as	 a	

technological	 turn	 (2015,	 p.	 10).	 Scholars	 such	 as	 Lazzarato	 (1991;	 1997),	 Virno	 (2002),	

Marrazzi	 (1994),	 Vercellone	 (2005;	 2006)	 and	 Negri	 (2000)	 focussed	 primarily	 on	 the	

transformation	of	labour	into	immaterial,	cognitive	and	linguistic	skills.		

While	acknowledging	the	validity	of	these	arguments,	this	thesis	is,	however,	concerned	

more	 with	 the	 technological	 aspect	 of	 neoliberalism,	 and	 with	 its	 intersection	 with	

information	technologies	in	particular.	I	turn	then	to	another	important	work	to	clarify	this	

crucial	point	to	further	support	the	argument	in	this	section.	In	his	seminal	work	The	Rise	of	

the	Network	Society	(1996),	Manuel	Castells	argues	that	the	new	techno-scientific	paradigm	

tending	at	redefining	systems	in	terms	of	flows	of	information	and	communication	patterns	

can	be	 situated	 in	 a	 specific	 context,	 and	 even	 in	 a	 specific	 geopolitical	 area	–	 the	 Silicon	

Valley	and	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area,	California	–	and	in	a	specific	intellectual	and	techno-

scientific	milieu.	In	fact,	 in	the	1970s	a	combination	of	factors	such	as	major	technological	

breakthroughs	 in	 electronic,	 engineering,	 biology	 and	 the	 rapid	 development	 of	 ICTs	 that	

expanded	to	many	domains	of	social	 life,	contributed	to	the	so-called	“neoliberal	 turn”.	As	

argued	 earlier	 in	 this	 Chapter,	 the	 neoliberal	 turn	 in	 the	 economic	 and	 political	 spheres	

consolidated	in	the	1980s	and	1990s.		

Some	scholars	suggest	that	the	development	of	ICTs	stands	as	the	condition	of	possibility	

of	the	emergence	of	neoliberalism	(Gandini,	2012,	p.	75).14	Others,	instead,	suggest	that	the	

supposedly	“third	technological	revolution”	of	late	capitalism	in	the	1970s	has,	in	fact,	never	

taken	place	 if	 compared	with	previous	ones,	 and	 that	 contemporary	 life	 in	 general	 is	 still	

fundamentally	shaped	by	inventions	emerged	in	the	second	industrial	revolution	of	the	late	
																																																								
14	ICTs	stands	for	information	and	communication	technologies.	
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19th	and	early	20th	century	(Reynolds	&	Szerszynski,	2012,	p.	33).		

In	 any	 case,	 although	 major	 technological	 discoveries	 were	 made	 during	 the	 Second	

World	War,	it	is	only	in	the	historical	conjunction	of	the	1970s	that	advances	in	the	fields	of	

microelectronics,	computers,	and	telecommunication	diffused	rapidly	and	widely	enough	to	

set	forth	a	new	path.	Moreover,	at	a	time	when	the	oil	shock	of	1973-4	signed	the	beginning	

of	 the	 economic	 crisis	 and	 the	 dominant	 system	 of	 production	 and	 domination	 was	

challenged	by	social	unrest,	 this	new	techno-scientific	paradigm	provided	a	powerful	way	

for	 a	 global	 restructure	 of	 the	 capitalist	 system	 and	 the	 transition	 to	 a	 new	 model	 of	

accumulation	on	neoliberal	terms	(Castells,	1996,	p.	51).	

Castells'	 argument	 is,	 again,	 very	 useful	 to	 explain	 the	 significant	 change	 that	 has	

occurred	in	the	mode	of	development	of	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	after	the	1970s.	

He	 argues	 that	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	we	 lived	 through	 a	major	 interval	 in	

history	 that	 has	 brought	 about	 the	 transformation	 of	 our	 “material	 culture”	 by	 the	

introduction	 of	 new	 technologies,	 namely	 information	technologies.	 Castells	 calls	 this	 new	

technological	paradigm	the	Information	Technology	Paradigm	(1996,	p.	69).	This	new	mode	

of	development	and	production	 is	based	on	 information	as	 “the	action	of	knowledge	upon	

knowledge	itself	as	the	main	source	of	productivity”.	I	will	clarify	this	point	further	here.	

As	 I	explained	earlier	 in	 this	 section,	with	regard	 to	Marx	and	 the	operaisti,	 knowledge	

and	 information	 are	 critical	 elements	 in	 all	 modes	 of	 development	 as	 the	 process	 of	

production	is	always	based	on	some	levels	of	knowledge	and	processing	of	information.	The	

distinctive	characteristic	of	the	informational	mode	of	production,	then,	is	not	the	centrality	

of	knowledge	and	 information	but	 their	pursuit	 for	 the	sake	of	accumulation.	The	current	

technological	revolution,	as	Castells	explains,	consists	in	the	accumulation	of	knowledge	and	

information	in	a	feedback	loop	between	innovation	and	the	uses	of	innovation	(1996,	p.	31).	

Users	 are	 able	 to	 appropriate,	 redefine	 and	 improve	 technologies	 through	 a	 developed	

common	 digital	 language.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 new	 technologies	 of	 communication	 and	

information	 processing	 become	 pervasive:	 that	 is,	 they	 penetrate	 "all	 domains	 of	 human	

activity,	 not	 as	 an	 exogenous	 source	 of	 impact,	 but	 as	 the	 fabric	 in	which	 such	 activity	 is	

woven"	(Castells,	1996,	p.	30).	

The	 neoliberal	 mode	 of	 capitalist	 production	 discussed	 above	 makes	 information	

productive	 in	 this	 way.	 Most	 importantly,	 because	 information	 is	 an	 activity	 which	

fundamentally	 involves	 human	 faculties,	 the	 human	mind	 then	 becomes	 a	 direct	 force	 of	

production	in	the	current	system	of	capitalist	production	and	accumulation	(Castells,	1996,	

p.	 31).	 Furthermore,	 because	 this	 novel	 model	 of	 neoliberal	 accumulation	 is	 based	 on	
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knowledge	and	information,	there	is	a	special	link	between	culture	and	production	that	can	

shape	societies	in	ever	new	ways.		

Cultural	approaches	to	information	have	emphasised	its	importance	in	the	contemporary	

social	world	by	analysing	how	this	impact	on	the	way	information	is	used	in	the	process	of	

communication.	 In	 fact,	 from	a	cultural	perspective,	communication	has	traditionally	been	

understood	 as	 more	 than	 the	 mere	 transmission	 of	 information	 in	 a	 channel	 (Shannon,	

1948)	and,	indeed,	as	a	process	that	involves	social	and	cultural	networks	and	mobilises	a	

whole	cultural	system	of	references.	These	approaches	have	predominantly	focussed	on	the	

meaning	 of	 information	 and,	 in	 fact,	 one	 of	 its	 political	 dimensions	 materialises	 in	 the	

struggle	 over	 meaning.	 However,	 this	 thesis	 is	 not	 concerned	 with	 the	 meaning	 of	

information.	As	Tiziana	Terranova	points	out,	other	cultural	approaches	to	information	do	

not	necessarily	involve	a	preoccupation	with	meaning:		

 

Inasmuch	 as	 information	 concerns	 the	 problem	 of	 form	 it	 also	 poses	 the	
question	 of	 the	 organisation	 of	 perception	 and	 the	 production	 of	 bodily	
habits	 which	 it	 foregrounds	 with	 relation	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 social	
meanings.	 […]	 Information	 is	 not	 about	 brainwashing	 as	 a	 form	 of	media	
effect,	but	it	does	also	involve	a	level	of	distracted	perception;	it	thus	informs	
habits	and	percepts	and	regulates	 the	speed	of	a	body	by	plugging	 it	 into	a	
field	 of	 action.	 Information	 works	 with	 forms	 of	 distracted	 perception	 by	
modulating	the	organisation	of	a	physical	environment.	This	active	power	of	
information	is	everywhere	(2004,	p.	19).	

	
 
As	eloquently	explained	in	this	quote,	 if	we	assume	that	information	is	not	so	much	the	

content	of	communication	but	only	one	aspect	of	it,	an	interesting	path	is	opened	for	a	non-

representational	 (or	more-than-representational)	 analysis.15	This	 type	 of	 analysis	 provides	

the	 framework	 for	 explaining	how	 information,	 conceived	as	 a	process,	 contributes	 to	 the	

transformation	and	production	of	reality	that	does	not	necessarily	involve	a	preoccupation	

with	meaning. 

In	 my	 analyses,	 I	 explore	 how	 the	 concept	 of	 information	 relates	 to	 the	 fundamental	

issues	 of	 technology,	 as	 mentioned	 above,	 and	 how	 it	 sets	 forth	 process	 of	 becoming-

common	 within	 the	 groups	 investigated.	 In	 particular,	 I	 examine	 how	 information	

technology	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 affect	 processes	 of	 becoming	 and	 how,	 in	 return,	 affects	

generated	in	the	process	have	a	potential	to	affect	the	production	of	technology.	Hence,	I	am	

interested	not	 in	the	meaning	of	 information	but	 its	materiality:	 that	 is,	 in	the	potential	of	

																																																								
15	I	will	explain	the	meaning	of	non-representational	or	more	than	representational	analysis	in	the	second	Chapter	of	this	thesis.		
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information	 to	 modulate	 the	 organisation	 of	 environments,	 affects,	 and	 collectivities	

through	the	production	of	technologies.16	 

The	analysis	of	these	modes	of	becoming	will	be	the	object	of	the	next	Chapters.	The	end	

of	this	chapter	will	consist,	instead,	of	an	account	of	how	grassroots	political	movements	in	

Italy	have	engaged	with	 information	 in	 their	 struggle	over	 the	commons.	This	 section	will	

provide	context	to	situate	the	analyses	that	will	unfold	in	this	thesis. 

 

Social telematics: the net before the Internet 
 
Following	 the	 discussion	 developed	 in	 the	 previous	 pages	 around	 the	 potential	 use	 of	

information	 technology	 for	 accumulation	 and	 domination,	 this	 section	 instead	 introduces	

the	reader	to	a	different	perspective	on	information	technology.	In	fact,	this	section	will	look	

at	how	certain	Italian	grassroots	groups,	inspired	by	values	and	ethics	that	are	at	the	basis	

of	 their	 practice	 of	 the	 commons,	 engaged	 in	 the	 critique	 of	 the	 information	 concept	 and	

information	technology. 

Before	the	telecommunication	sector	was	colonised	by	the	neoliberal	market	around	the	

1990s,	and	before	the	rise	of	the	Internet,	the	net	was	configured	in	a	different	way.	While	

the	 Internet	 is	 today	 the	 predominant	 net	 platform	 for	 the	 exchange	 of	 messages	 and	

information,	 it	 is	 not	 the	 only	 one	 that	 has	 existed.	 Before	 the	 Internet,	 other	 nets	 were	

realised	 for	 the	 exchange	 of	 information	 such	 as	 Fidonet,	 Cybernet	 and	 Peacelink.	 The	

history	 of	 these	 platforms	 is	 frequently	 associated	 with	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 particular	

cultural	and	 intellectual	milieu	at	MIT	 in	Boston	at	 the	end	of	 the	1950s,	where	computer	

engineers	were	 the	 first	 to	hold	 the	nickname	of	 “hacker”.	 In	 the	New	Hacker’s	Dictionary	

(2001),	E.	Raymond	defines	a	hacker	as:		

 

[originally,	 someone	 who	 makes	 furniture	 with	 an	 axe]	 1.	 A	 person	 who	
enjoys	 exploring	 the	 details	 of	 programmable	 systems	 and	 how	 to	 stretch	
their	 capabilities,	 as	 opposed	 to	 most	 users,	 who	 prefer	 to	 learn	 only	 the	
minimum	 necessary.	 2.	 One	 who	 programs	 enthusiastically	 (even	
obsessively)	 or	who	 enjoys	 programming	 rather	 than	 just	 theorising	 about	
programming.	 3.	 A	 person	 capable	 of	 appreciating	 hack	 value.	 4.	 A	 person	
who	is	good	at	programming	quickly.	5.	An	expert	at	a	particular	program,	or	
one	 who	 frequently	 does	 work	 using	 it	 or	 on	 it;	 as	 in	 “a	 Unix	 hacker”.	
(Definitions	1	through	5	are	correlated,	and	people	who	fit	them	congregate.)	
6.	An	expert	or	enthusiast	of	any	kind.	One	might	be	an	astronomy	hacker,	for	

																																																								
16	I	use	the	term	affect	here	in	Spinozian	terms,	as	Brian	Massumi	explains:	“the	capacity	of	bodies	to	affect	and	be	affected”.	I	will	

expand	on	this	concept	and	its	implication	for	my	analysis	in	the	next	Chapters	(2002,	p.	3).	 
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example.	 7.	 One	 who	 enjoys	 the	 intellectual	 challenge	 of	 creatively	
overcoming	 or	 circumventing	 limitations.	 8.	 [deprecated]	 A	 malicious	
meddler	who	tries	to	discover	sensitive	information	by	poking	around.	Hence	
“password	 hacker”,	 “network	 hacker”.	 The	 correct	 term	 for	 this	 sense	 is	
cracker.	The	 term	“hacker”	also	 tends	 to	connote	membership	 in	 the	global	
community	defined	by	the	net. 

 

The	hacker	ethic	revolved	around	a	series	of	principles	such	as	the	“hands	on”	attitude:	a	

curiosity	 towards	 hardware	 and	 software,	 the	 will	 to	 experiment	 with	 collective	

programming	and	discover	 the	creative	potentiality	of	 the	machine.	Hackers	also	believed	

that	 free	 information	 could	 contribute	 to	 more	 informed	 citizens	 and	 improve	 their	 life	

conditions	 and	 that	 sharing	 their	 expertise	 could	 facilitate	 access	 to	 information	 and	

computing	 resources.	 In	 fact,	 early	 hackers	 considered	 unlimited	 access	 to	 information	 a	

fundamental,	 inalienable	 right	 and	 computers	 and	 telecommunication	 technology	 as	 the	

best	 tool	 to	achieve	such	conditions	 (Di	Corinto	&	Tozzi,	2002).	These	principles	 inspired	

the	realisation	of	many	projects,	such	as	the	first	BBS	in	Chicago	in	1977.	The	 largest	BBS	

network	 was	 created	 in	 1984	 in	 San	 Francisco:	 its	 name	 was	 Fidonet.	 BBS	 stands	 for	

Bulletin	 Board	 System	 and	 is	 a	 message	 exchange	 system	 developed	 by	 a	 student	 and	

engineer	 of	 IBM.	 A	 BBS	 worked	 with	 a	 computer	 that	 utilised	 a	 modem	 to	 exchange	

messages	 and	 emails	 to	 and	 from	 different	 discussion	 groups	 on	 the	 net.	 The	 net	 was	

constituted	 by	many	BBSs	 connected	 to	 each	 other	 through	 a	 phone	 line	 and	modem.	 At	

every	 phone	 call,	 the	 computer	 connected	 both	 received	 and	 sent	messages	 that	were	 of	

interest	for	the	user.	The	messages	were	then	made	to	circulate	to	every	other	node	of	the	

net	so	that	all	the	nodes	could	share	the	information	forwarded	by	other	nodes.	The	service	

was	 free	 of	 charge,	 except	 for	 the	 costs	 of	 the	 phone	 call	 (which	 is	why	 the	 system	was	

usually	 made	 to	 work	 overnight	 as	 the	 call	 rate	 was	 cheaper).	 It	 was	 usually	 the	

responsibility	 of	 the	 “sysop”	 –	 system	 operator	 –	 to	 make	 sure	 each	 BBS	 functioned	

properly.	 The	 BBSs	 were	 the	 platform	 where	 debates	 around	 the	 so-called	 “digital	

revolution”	 started,	 and	 where	 all	 those	 with	 interest	 in	 new	 technologies	 gathered	 and	

debated	issues	such	as	encryption,	censorship	and	control	operated	by	governments.	They	

enabled	commonality	and	sociality	through	sharing	of	ideas	and	information.	The	Internet,	

instead,	remained	enclosed	within	circles	of	academics,	the	military	and	corporations	such	

as	IBM	until	the	1990s.		

Italian	computer	enthusiasts	and	hackers	had	to	wait	 longer	than	their	North	American	

counterparts	 before	 they	 could	 put	 their	 hands	 on	 a	 computer.	 However,	 in	 1982	 Italian	

firms	such	as	Jen	Elettronica	in	Pescara	and	Selcom	in	Ravenna	released	clones	of	the	Apple	
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II	model.	In	the	same	year,	Olivetti	launched	its	first	personal	computer.	“Spaghetti	hackers”	

started	then	to	populate	the	net.17	The	first	Italian	BBS	node	was	realised	in	1986	by	Giorgio	

Rutigliano,	an	enthusiast	of	information	technology	based	in	Potenza	in	the	southern	region	

of	Basilicata.	The	electronic	mail	was	forwarded	to	his	BBS	from	the	Netherlands	(Gubitosa,	

1999,	 p.	 26).	 The	 Italian	 antagonist	 movement	 at	 that	 point	 was,	 instead,	 critical	 and	

suspicious	 of	 technology	 and	 computers	 as	 it	 considered	 them	 as	 repressive	 and	

authoritarian	tools.		

However,	as	had	previously	happened	with	the	experience	of	the	free	radio	in	the	1970s,	

some	 groups	 connected	 to	 the	 antagonist	 movement	 realised	 the	 importance	 and	

potentiality	of	 these	new	media.	They	 then	 started	experimenting	with	BBS	and	 released,	

after	a	while,	several	BBSs.		

Another	 founding	 episode	 of	 the	 Italian	 hacker	movement	was	 the	 birth	 of	 ECN	 –	 the	

European	Counter-Information	Network.	This	project	emerged	from	an	 idea	of	 the	Danish	

group	TV	Stop	in	1988.	The	initial	idea	was	to	realise	national	BBSs	to	connect	radical	left	

groups	 in	 Europe	 through	 a	 common	 network.	 The	 first	 ECN’s	 BBS	 node	was	 realised	 in	

1989	in	Padua	with	a	FidoNet-technology,	followed	by	Florence,	Rome,	Bologna,	Turin	and	

Milan.	 After	 experimenting	 with	 connections	 between	 the	 nodes,	 ECN	 was	 eventually	

launched	in	1990.	There	followed	several	discussions	around	the	possibility	to	expand	ECN	

to	 other	 European	 countries,	 in	 international	 and	 national	 gatherings,	 but	 Italy	 would	

eventually	be	the	only	country	to	realise	and	develop	the	network	that	is	still	active	today.		

With	 regard	 to	 the	 use	 of	 information	 technology	within	 the	movement,	 two	 different	

approaches	 coexisted.	 On	 one	 side,	 the	 utilitarian	 approach	 of	 the	 ECN	 collective,	 which	

interpreted	 these	new	 technologies	as	a	 tool	 to	 connect	diverse	 resistance	groups;	on	 the	

other	 side,	 a	more	 diversified	 area	with	 groups	 like	Decoder	 in	Milan	 and	AvANa	BBS	 in	

Rome	that	had	a	broader	interest	for	the	way	these	new	technologies	could	constitute	a	new	

frontier	for	humanity	(autistici/inventati,	2011,	p.	39-40).		

The	 latter	were	particularly	 interested	 in	 a	 cultural	 analysis	 of	 information	 technology	

and	 in	 the	social	 transformation	and	anthropological	mutation	 that	 it	 could	bring	about.18	

Particularly	important	is	the	activity	of	the	group	Decoder	who	were	based	in	Milan	around	

1983-84	 at	 the	 bookshop	 Calusca	 City	 Light,	 and	 later	 at	 the	 social	 centre	 Leoncavallo.	

Among	other	things,	they	were	inspired	by	post-punk	and	cyberpunk	cultural	tendencies.	At	

																																																								
17	For	a	detailed	account	of	a	history	of	Italian	hacking	see	Chiccarelli	&	Monti	(2011)	Spaghetti	Hacker,	Milano:	Apogeo.	
18	See	Franco	(Bifo)	Berardi	(1994)	Mutazioni	e	Cyberpunk,	Genova:	Costa&Nolan.	
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the	 same	 time,	 in	 the	 mid-1980s,	 Italy	 experienced	 a	 resurgence	 of	 social	 conflict	 that	

brought	about	a	new	wave	of	occupation	of	many	spaces	around	 the	city	known	as	social	

centres.	These	spaces	became	hubs	of	cultural	and	political	experimentation.	Compared	to	

other	 more	 strictly	 political	 groups,	 the	 punks	 had	 a	 more	 active	 relationship	 with	

technologies	 in	 general	 as	 they	 had	 always	 tried	 to	 manipulate	 technologies	 for	 their	

counter-cultural	purposes	 (the	use	of	 tape	 cassettes	 to	 reproduce	music	 in	 the	1970s,	 for	

instance).	Throughout	the	years,	the	Decoder	group	intensified	its	connection	with	the	punk	

and	 cyberpunk	 scene	 in	 Germany,	while	 also	maintaining	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 a	

political	use	of	the	net.	 In	1993,	the	group	opened	its	own	BBS,	CyberNet,	as	a	network	to	

connect	 social	 centres	 (Balestracci,	 2008).	 The	 group	 also	 released	 a	 periodical	 with	 the	

same	 name,	 Decoder,	 that	 was	 published	 until	 1998,	 and	 was	 one	 of	 the	 spaces	 for	 the	

underground	 debate	 around	 new	 technology.	 Other	 groups	 that	 cultivated	 an	 original	

approach	to	the	new	means	of	communication	were	the	collective	Luther	Blisset	and	Strano	

Network	based	in	Florence.	

This	historical	period	just	described	was	one	of	relative	freedom	for	enthusiasts	of	new	

information	technology.	In	fact,	they	were	relatively	free	to	experiment	with	new	models	of	

horizontal	 communication	and	organisational	 structures.	However,	 the	 first	 attacks	 to	 the	

digital	 underground	 arrived	 in	 the	 early	 1990s.	 In	 the	 U.S.	 in	 1990	 during	 “Operation	

SunDevil”,	 thousands	of	floppy	disks	and	dozens	of	computers	were	confiscated	and	many	

BBSs	shut	down.19	Meanwhile,	in	1992	in	Italy,	in	the	wake	of	what	happened	in	the	U.S.	and	

of	 the	 European	 legislation	 for	 the	 defence	 of	 computer	 programs,	 a	 series	 of	 decrees	

expanded	 the	 existing	 law	 on	 copyright	 and	 criminalised	 many	 activities	 happening	 on	

BBSs,	 labelling	 its	 users	 as	 informatics	 pirates.	As	 a	 result,	 in	 1994,	 a	wave	of	 repression	

shut	down	many	BBSs	in	Italy	and	confiscated	personal	material.	This	operation,	known	as	

“Hardware	I”,	took	place	on	May	11,	1994.	Many	sysops	were	incriminated	on	the	basis	of	

suspicion:	the	charges	were	very	serious	leading	to	many	years	of	imprisonment.20	

This	 event	 caused	 diverse	 reactions	 among	BBS	 sysops:	many	 decided	 to	 abandon	 the	

activity	 (among	 these,	 the	pioneer	of	FidoNet	 in	 Italy,	Rutigliano),	others	decided	 to	 react	

collectively	 and	 continue	 their	 activity	 thus	 denouncing	 the	 violation	 of	 civil	 rights	

perpetrated	by	the	police	operation.	Nevertheless,	the	BBSs	did	not	last	much	longer	as	the	

advent	of	the	Internet	in	the	mid-1990s	changed	a	variety	of	factors.	The	ECN	collective,	for	
																																																								
19	More	about	the	Operation	SunDevil	in	Sterling,	B.	(1992)	The	Hacker	Crackdown:	Law	and	Disorder	on	the	Electronic	Frontier,	New	

York:	Bantam	Book.		
20	More	about	the	Operation	Hardware	I	in	Gubitosa,	C.	(1999)	Italian	Crackdown,	Milano:	Apogeo.	
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instance,	decided	to	migrate	to	the	Internet.	The	Milan	ECN	collective	decided	to	purchase	

its	 own	 server	 and	 in	1996	 released	 the	website	 Isole	nella	Rete,	where	 all	 the	 content	of	

ECN	 was	 moved.	 The	 website	 offered	 new	 opportunities	 for	 the	 Italian	 antagonist	

movement	to	have	a	unique	virtual	platform	that	shaped	it	as	a	new	political	subject	able	to	

connect	 different	 political	 groups.	 Furthermore,	 the	 web	 offered	 new	 services	 such	 as	

mailing	lists,	email	accounts	and	web	pages	for	individual	groups	and,	since	1998,	the	first	

Italian	 anonymous	 remailer	 service	 to	 protect	 the	 privacy	 and	 anonymity	 of	 activists	

providing	a	safe	way	to	communicate.21	

1998	constituted	a	landmark	in	the	history	of	alternative	telecommunication.	It	marked	

the	end	of	an	experience	characterised	by	the	central	role	of	BBS	and	the	beginning	of	a	new	

period.	This	new	period	was	characterised	by	the	advent	of	the	Internet	and	by	a	new	phase	

of	 the	 movement’s	 approach	 to	 technologies	 of	 communication	 more	 oriented	 toward	

hacktivism	 rather	 than	 pure	 hacking.	 Hacktivists	 are	 hackers	who	 combine	 hacker	 ethics	

with	political	 ideas	of	 the	use	of	 technology,	 in	 that	 they	use	 computers	 to	promote	 their	

political	agenda.	Most	of	 the	protagonists	of	 this	 thesis	can	be	defined	as	hacktivists.	 	 It	 is	

then	 important	 to	 look	at	how	 the	 transition	 from	hacker	 to	hacktivism	occurred	 in	 Italy.	

The	next	section	will	look	at	this	aspect.		

	

From hacking to hacktivism 
 
As	 mentioned	 above,	 1998	 can	 be	 considered	 the	 year	 that	 marked	 the	 transition	 to	

hacktivism	in	the	Italian	hacking	scene.	In	fact,	in	1998,	the	Florence	hacker	scene	organised	

the	 first	 Italian	hackmeeting	 at	 the	social	 centre	CPA.	This	event	provided	a	chance	 to	 the	

diverse	 people	 of	 the	 technological	 underground	 to	 meet,	 discuss	 and	 experiment	

(autistici/inventati,	2011,	p.	47).	There	was	a	great	ferment	within	the	Italian	hacker	scene	

at	that	point,	and	the	first	hackmeeting	was	indeed	a	great	success.	It	was	greatly	attended	

by	 other	well-known	European	 hacker	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 German	 Chaos	 Computer	 Club	

and	the	Dutch	XS4ALL	that	had	already	organised	similar	meetings	in	Northern	Europe.	The	

audience	was	somewhat	heterogeneous:	on	one	hand,	 the	meeting	 revealed	an	 increasing	

tendency	 to	shift	 from	hacking	 to	hacktivism,	on	 the	other	 there	were	hackers	having	 fun	

hacking	 the	hackmeeting	website	and	people	 talking	 to	 journalists	who	began	 to	show	an	

interest	 in	 the	 matter,	 while	 others	 were	 more	 careful	 and	 suspicious	 of	 possible	

																																																								
21	More	about	this	in	Lametta,	J.	(1998)	Kryptonite,	Torino:	Nautilus.	
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undercover	 police.	 Because	 the	 first	 meeting	 was	 so	 successful,	 it	 was	 decided	 that	 the	

hackmeeting	would	commence	annually	from	then	on.	The	following	hackmeeting	was	held	

in	Milan	at	the	social	centre	Bulk,	where	the	two	collectives	Decoder	and	ECN	took	charge	of	

the	organisation	(Monti	&	Chiccarelli,	2011).	A	series	of	events	and	initiatives,	called	“warm-

ups”,	took	place	throughout	the	year	leading	to	hackmeeting	’99.22		

There	 was	 great	 interest	 in	 the	 movement	 around	 the	 possibilities	 offered	 by	 new	

technologies.	This	led,	at	the	end	of	the	second	hackmeeting,	to	the	launch	of	a	new	initiative	

to	open	and	start	hacklabs	 throughout	 the	country.	Besides	 the	“old	school”	hacklabs	 that	

already	 existed	 such	 as	 the	 hacklab	 in	 Florence,	 AvANa	BBS	 in	Rome	 at	 the	 social	 centre	

Forte	Prenestino,	 and	Freaknet	MediaLab	 in	Palermo,	 in	 the	 following	 two	or	 three	years	

after	 hackmeeting	 ’99,	 hacklabs	 bloomed	 everywhere	 throughout	 the	 peninsula:	 in	 Bari,	

Bologna,	Turin,	Venice,	Verona,	Asti	and	many	other	cities.		

Hacklabs	 were	 self-managed	 labs	 where	 “an	 entire	 generation	 learnt	 how	 to	 use	

computers”	 (autistici/inventati,	 2011,	 p.	 54).	 Hacklabs	 were	 particularly	 committed	 to	

digital	literacy	that	could	make	direct	communication	accessible	to	everyone.	For	instance,	

FreakNet	MediaLab	created	a	word	processing	program	in	Arabic	so	that	migrants	could	use	

computers	 in	 their	mother	tongue.	They	also	recycled	old	computers,	built	new	networks,	

made	digital	art,	video	games,	robots	and	organised	seminars	to	encourage	a	critical	use	of	

technology.	Among	the	many	hacklabs	that	contributed	to	the	development	of	hacktivism	in	

Italy,	the	LOA	hacklab	based	at	the	social	centre	Bulk	in	Milan,	was	amongst	the	most	active	

in	the	promotion	of	activities	for	a	social	use	of	technology.		

Seminars	and	workshops	on	how	to	use	new	technologies	and	computer	programs	such	

as	Linux	were	organised,	and	diverse	“crews”	of	people	worked	together	to	experiment	with	

these	machines,	shared	their	ideas,	realise	new	projects,	and	experience	new	ways	of	being	

together.23	During	these	years,	hacklabs	were	the	protagonists	of	numerous	protests	on	the	

net.	The	so-called	practice	of	net-strike,	multiplying	the	connections	to	the	targeted	website	

in	order	to	block	the	access,	became	very	popular	among	hacktivists.	This	form	of	collective	

protest	on	the	Internet	was	practised	to	denounce	cases	of	censorship	and	bad	governance.	

A	net-strike	was	enacted	against	the	closure	of	the	social	centre	CPA	in	Florence,	the	place	of	

the	first	hackmeeting	(Di	Corinto	&	Tozzi,	2002).	

This	 atmosphere	 of	 cultural	 and	 political	 turmoil,	 between	 the	 1990s	 and	 2000s,	
																																																								
22	This	 is	still	 the	case.	Every	year,	before	the	planned	hackmeeting,	collectives	of	hacktivists	organise	warm-ups	that	culminate	in	

the	hackmeeting,	that	usually	takes	place	over	a	week-end	in	June,	in	a	chosen	city.	
23	For	an	account	of	hacklabs	in	Italy	see	Di	Corinto,	A.	Tozzi,	T.	(2002)	Hacktivism.	La	libertà	nelle	maglie	della	rete,	retrieved	from:	

http://www.hackerart.org/storia/hacktivism.htm		 
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encouraged	 some	 of	 the	 most	 active	 groups	 within	 the	 hacktivist	 scene	 to	 intensify	 the	

collaboration	 for	a	greater	 social	 and	antagonist	use	of	 the	 technological	means	available.	

These	were	 the	years	of	 the	anti-globalisation	movement,	when	 in	1999	 Indymedia	as	 an	

independent	media	in	the	hands	of	activists	protesting	the	WTO	Summit	in	Seattle,	showed	

to	the	entire	world	the	police	brutality	during	the	protests	that	corporate	media	did	not.		

The	Italian	Indymedia	node	was	still	in	its	embryonic	state	at	the	time	of	the	Seattle	riots,	

however	 a	 pre-Indymedia	 attitude	 to	 cover	 local	 events	 like	 parades,	 protests	 and	 riots	

already	existed,	thanks	to	the	movement	of	the	militant	radios	in	the	1970s	(such	as	Radio	

Onda	Rossa	in	Rome	and	Radio	Sherwood	in	Padua).	However,	the	new	technology	available	

at	the	end	of	the	1990s	offered	a	further	tool	for	a	live	and	multimodal	coverage	of	events.		

This	 is,	 for	 instance,	 the	case	of	 the	collective	Inventati	 that	gathered	 in	Florence	at	 the	

social	 centre	 Cecco	 in	 Rivolta.	 Equipped	with	 a	 video	 camera	 and	 a	 computer,	 the	 group	

began	 to	 film	 local	 political	 events	 and	document	 police	 brutality	 and	 violations	 of	 rights	

during	protests.	One	of	 the	 first	events	 that	 the	collective	covered	was	 the	demonstration	

during	the	NATO	summit	in	Florence	in	February	2000.	The	other	major	coverage	was	the	

first	 anti-globalisation	 demonstration	 in	 Prague	 in	 September	 2000:	 Inventati	 gave	 a	

detailed	account	of	the	demonstration	minute	by	minute.	The	members	of	the	collective	that	

were	in	Prague	gave	news	of	the	event	via	text	messages	with	a	cell	phone,	and	one	of	the	

members	who	was	 in	 Florence	 took	 care	 of	 updating	 the	website	night	 and	day,	working	

essentially	as	a	media	centre	(autistici/inventati,	2011,	p.	59-68).		

A	new	political	cycle	of	struggle	began	in	Seattle	in	1999	and	demanded	a	more	dynamic	

and	 informed	use	of	 informative	 tools.	 So,	 some	of	 the	hacktivists	 that	 trained	during	 the	

years	 at	 the	 hacklabs	 decided	 to	 share	 their	 skills	 and	 realise	 projects	 that	 played	 an	

important	role	in	the	following	years.	Between	2000	and	2001	a	series	of	meetings	between	

Bologna,	 Florence,	 Milan	 and	 Rome,	 marked	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Indymedia	 experience.	

Furthermore,	 the	 collective	 Autistici	 of	 the	 LOA	 hacklab	 in	 Milan	 joined	 Inventati	 of	 the	

Cecco	in	Rivolta	in	Florence.	Combining	technical	and	communicative	skills,	the	experience	

of	the	collective	autistici/inventati	began.	This	collective	will	be	an	important	subject	for	the	

Italian	hacktivist	scene	(and	for	this	thesis).	

The	Italian	hacktivist	scene	combined	critical	reflection	on	technology	with	a	strong	focus	

on	the	 independent	production	of	 information	supported	by	a	belief	 in	these	new	tools	as	

means	 for	 direct	 communication.	 This	 was	 the	 logic	 at	 the	 basis	 of	 two	 main	 projects	

mentioned	above,	both	working	according	to	the	principle	of	horizontality:	Indymedia,	that	

is,	 a	 collective	 of	 independent	 media	 organisations	 and	 hundreds	 of	 journalists	 offering	
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grassroots,	 non-corporate	 coverage	 (Indymedia,	 n.d.),	 and	A/I	 (autistici/inventati),	 “(born	

to)	 provide	 internet	 support	 (through	website	hosting,	 email	 accounts,	mailing	 lists,	 chat,	

instant	messaging,	anonymous	remailing,	blogs,	and	much	more)	to	activists	and	collectives	

coming	from	the	world	of	grassroots	and	social	movements"	(autistici/inventati,	n.d.).		

This	 “crew”	 of	 hacktivists	 and	 “geeks”	 was	 also	 involved	 in	 the	 organisation	 of	 the	

independent	media	centre	during	the	G8	summit	that	took	place	in	Genoa	in	July	2001.	The	

atmosphere	during	 the	G8	was	very	 tense	due	 to	 the	previous	episodes	of	police	violence	

against	protesters	in	March	of	the	same	year	in	Naples	during	the	OCSE	Global	Forum	on	the	

E-government.	The	police	attacks	against	the	protesters	in	Genoa	during	both	days	were	of	

equal	brutality.	On	 the	 first	day,	Carlo	Giuliani,	 a	young	no-global	activist,	 is	 reached	by	a	

bullet	shot	by	a	policeman	from	a	jeep	and	falls	dead	on	the	ground.	The	images	and	videos	

realised	by	 those	who	were	 there	among	 the	protesters	 circulated	on	 independent	media	

such	as	ECN	and	Indymedia.	The	day	after,	the	police	broke	into	the	A.	Diaz	school,	brutally	

hitting	 hundreds	 of	 protesters	 who	 had	 found	 accommodation	 there	 and	 causing	 them	

serious	injuries.	During	those	days,	the	independent	media	centre	through	the	chronicles	of	

Indymedia	and	Radio	Gap	(a	very	successful	experience	of	communitarian	radio	born	from	

the	 collaboration	of	 few	militant	 radios)	were	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 information.	 It	was	 also	

thanks	to	Indymedia	that,	after	the	G8,	videos	and	images	of	the	homicide	of	Carlo	Giuliani	

and	the	raid	at	the	school	Diaz	circulated	on	the	web.	They	revealed	important	details	that	

were	obscured	by	corporate	media	and	that	were	used	for	the	many	trials	during	the	harsh	

repression	 operated	 by	 the	 judiciary	 that	 followed.24	In	 fact,	 after	 the	 G8,	 many	 social	

centres	 were	 searched	 by	 the	 police	 and	 a	 lot	 of	 material	 that	 documented	 the	 clashes	

during	the	days	of	the	protest	was	commandeered.	The	searches	were	conducted	during	a	

general	mood	of	fear	increased	by	the	September	2001	attacks.		

The	 violence	 that	 many	 experienced	 during	 and	 after	 the	 days	 of	 the	 G8	 caused	 an	

already	 present	 crisis	 within	 the	movement	 to	 erupt	 and	 open	 a	 phase	 of	 fragmentation	

(autistici/inventati,	 2011,	 p.	 126).	 The	 multiplication	 of	 sources	 of	 information	 brought	

about	by	the	rise	of	the	commercial	web,	digital	cameras,	smart	phones,	video	phones	and	

the	like	also	caused	a	crisis	into	the	politics	of	information	of	the	movement.	The	web	was	

colonised	by	companies	that	invested	in	the	design	of	free	tools	to	offer	to	users	in	exchange	

for	personal	data.	This	situation	contributed	 to	 the	slow	decline	 in	 the	use	of	digital	 tools	

such	 as	 Indymedia.	 Furthermore,	 many	 hacklabs	 disappeared	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 police	

																																																								
24	More	about	the	G8	trials	on	www.processig8.org.	
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evicting	 the	 social	 centres	 that	 hosted	 them.	 Nevertheless,	 other	 experiences	 such	 as	

Autistici/Inventati	and	the	annual	hackmeeting	resisted.	These	managed	to	find	their	space	

and	 continue	 to	 develop	 new	 tools	 that	 could	 guarantee	 activists’	 digital	 safety	 and,	

especially	after	the	events	of	Genoa,	improve	the	security	of	the	machines	in	preparation	for	

a	possible	requisition.		

Meanwhile,	hacktivism	began	 to	disperse	on	 the	web:	some	groups	opened	a	Facebook	

page	 and	 a	 Twitter	 account	 while	 continuing	 to	 use	 services	 on	 self-managed	 non-

commercial	 servers	 like	 Autistici/Inventati.	 This	 attitude	 will	 open	 an	 ongoing	 debate	

within	the	hacktivist	and	activist	scene	around	the	use	of	corporate	web	tools	for	political	

activism,	as	I	will	discuss	in	Chapter	5	of	this	thesis.	Meetings	and	mailing	lists	periodically	

see	 this	 debate	 coming	 back	 on	 the	 agenda,	 often	 dividing	 the	 scene	 between	 those	who	

reject	the	use	of	social	network	sites	and	those	who,	instead,	believe	that	a	co-presence	on	

privacy-friendly	servers,	such	as	a/i,	and	simultaneously	on	social	network	sites	is	not	only	

possible	but	necessary.	This	diversity	and	tensions	 in	the	 information	and	communication	

politics	within	 the	movement	 reflect	 the	practices	 and	modality	 of	 actions	of	 the	political	

groups	involved.	

The	 analyses	 that	 unfolds	 in	 the	 next	 Chapters	 situates	 itself	 as	 a	 continuation	 of	 the	

history	 discusses	 in	 this	 section.	 They	 seek	 to	 provide	 a	 discussion	 of	 the	 forms	 of	

participation	and	the	processes	and	affects	involved	in	the	production	of	digital	technology	

in	the	context	of	dispersed	digital	activism.	To	conclude,	the	thesis	seeks	to	provide	a	further	

example	 of	 how	 information	 technology	 can	 be	 used	 to	 reclaim	 the	 cultural	 commons:	 it	

reconsiders	technology	as	a	tool	 for	emancipation	capable	of	opposing	neoliberal	 logics	of	

domination.			

	

Conclusion 
 
The	aim	of	this	Chapter	was	to	situate	the	following	Chapters	within	a	frame	of	reference.	

It	has	provided	a	discussion	of	the	neoliberal	policies	introduced	in	Italy	in	the	1980s	by	the	

political	 class	 which	 consolidated	 in	 the	 following	 decades	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 political	

crisis	that	began	in	1992	and	later	in	2008	in	response	to	the	financial	crisis.	The	Chapter	

has	argued	that,	despite	the	rhetoric	of	necessity,	this	strategy	responds,	in	fact,	to	a	precise	

political	and	economic	design	that	plans	to	bring	the	finances	of	the	state	back	into	balance	

at	the	expense	of	the	most	vulnerable	classes.		

In	introducing	the	theme	of	this	thesis,	this	Chapter	has	framed	grassroots	activism	in	the	
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Italian	 neoliberal	 context.	 Furthermore,	 it	 has	 presented	 the	 struggle	 for	 the	 commons	 as	

one	of	society's	most	significant	responses	to	neoliberal	privatisation. This	section	has,	then,	

continued	with	a	discussion	on	 the	 intersection	between	neoliberalism	and	 technology.	 It	

has	done	so	by	initially	reviewing	the	relevant	literature	about	technology	and	its	role	in	the	

industrial	capitalist	mode	of	production	where	it	has	been	used	to	intensify	the	extraction	of	

labour.	The	section	has,	then,	moved	into	a	discussion	of	the	role	of	technology	in	neoliberal	

times,	 arguing	 that	 this	 specific	 relationship	 is	 the	 main	 characteristic	 of	 the	 neoliberal	

strategy	 of	 domination	 which	 manifests	 itself	 in	 the	 realisation	 of	 nanotechnology,	

biotechnology,	and	information	technology. 

The	 Chapter	 has	 continued	 by	 discussing	 the	 grassroots	 politics	 of	 information	 in	 the	

context	of	neoliberalism	and	its	politics	of	technology.	It	has	proceeded	with	an	account	of	

the	practices	of	grassroots	communication	and	information	that	also	offered	the	context	in	

which	the	analysis	following	in	this	thesis	can	be	situated.	To	conclude,	the	narrative	in	this	

Chapter	has	tried	to	locate	the	response	of	grassroots	organisation	into	the	political,	cultural	

and	social	context	imposed	by	neoliberal	forces.	I	now	turn	to	my	research,	starting	with	a	

discussion	of	the	methods	and	methodology	chosen	to	conduct	this	study.		
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CHAPTER	TWO:	Ethnography	and	non-representational	methodology	
	

Pains	 and	 pleasures,	 hopes	 and	 horrors,	 intuitions	 and	 apprehensions,	 losses	 and	
redemptions,	mundanities	and	visions,	angels	and	demons,	things	that	slip	and	slide,	or	
appear	and	disappear,	change	shape	or	don't	have	much	form	at	all,	unpredictabilities,	
these	are	just	a	few	of	the	phenomena	that	are	hardly	caught	by	social	science	methods	
(Law,	2004,	p.	6). 

 

 

This	 Chapter	 provides	 a	 critical	 account	 and	 description	 of	 the	 methods	 and	

methodology	I	have	employed	to	collect	the	data	to	analyse	how	the	groups	investigated	use	

information	technology	as	a	tool	for	emancipation.	In	the	discussion	that	follows,	I	introduce	

the	 reader	 to	my	 fieldwork	which	 is	 constructed	 and	 described	 as	 a	 personal,	 embodied	

experience.	 I	 then	 continue	 explaining	 the	 issues	 I	 have	 faced	 in	 the	process	 of	 collecting	

data	 in	 the	 field,	 which	 was	 through	 participant	 observation	 and	 semi-structured	

interviews,	before	a	discussion	of	the	process	of	writing	about	field	research.		

The	 first	 part	 of	 the	 Chapter	 is	 informed	 by	 an	 account	 of	 the	 methods	 chosen	 to	

conduct	the	fieldwork	and	by	a	theoretical	discussion	about	the	importance	of	reflexivity	in	

ethnographic	 work	 and	 implications	 and	 issues	 that	 it	 could	 generate.	 Following	 this,	 I	

discuss	how	the	use	of	this	particular	combination	of	methods	employed	for	collecting	data	

led	me	to	adopt	"thick	description"	as	 the	methodology	that	made	sense	of	 the	 field	work	

experience	 for	 me.	 To	 conclude,	 in	 exploring	 its	 limits	 and	 advantages,	 I	 explain	 how	 I	

eventually	 decided	 to	 employ	 this	 methodology	 in	 a	 renovated	 non-representational	

perspective.	 In	 fact,	 I	argue	 that	non-representational	thick	description	 is	 the	most	suitable	

way	to	analyse	the	process	of	becoming-common,	that	is	the	main	focus	of	this	thesis.	 

	

Mobile ethnography and the construction of the field 
 
I	conducted	fieldwork	in	Italy	between	June	and	December	2014.	The	work	I	did	during	

this	period	was	unevenly	distributed	throughout	the	months	with	peaks	during	the	first	and	

the	 last	 two	months	and	a	 relatively	 long	break	 in	August.	 I	 also	 spent	 intense	periods	of	

reading	about	the	groups	I	was	focusing	on	and	the	authors	of	the	books	I	was	planning	to	

interview,	as	well	as	periods	of	full	immersion	within	the	groups	of	interest	and	observation	

of	dynamics	during	relevant	events.	 

In	addition	to	ethnographically	designing	the	 field	of	my	research,	mobility	became	the	

chosen	strategy	of	research	in	the	attempt	to	trace	the	cultural	formation	across	and	within	
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multiple	 sites	 of	 activity	 (Marcus,	 1995,	 p.	 96).	 Traditionally,	 ethnography	 has	 tended	 to	

focus	on	the	local	and	the	daily	life-world	in	places,	often	only	focusing	on	one	place.	Mobile	

ethnography,	 instead,	 approaches	 the	 field	 in	 search	 for	 links,	 relationships	 and	

connections,	 following	 unpredictable	 trajectories,	 and	 tracking	 cultural	 formations	 in	 its	

pursuit	of	 explanations	beyond	borders	 (O'Reilly,	2009).	 It	 seeks	 to	 trace	and	understand	

the	 connections	 and	 interconnections	 between	 things	 and	 people.	 Mobile	 ethnography	

“invokes	 a	 sense	 of	 voyage,	 where	 the	 ethnographer	 traces	 clues	 by	 travelling	 along	

pathways	spatially,	temporally,	virtually	or	bodily”	(Ina	Maria,	2002).		

The	mobile	aspect	of	ethnography	is	crucial	as	 it	provides	an	understanding	of	how	 the	

subjects	 of	 the	 research	 inhabit	 the	 spaces	 of	 resistance	 and	 how	 these	 are	 distributed.	

Although	explaining	the	reasons	 for	such	distribution	 is	not	among	the	aims	of	 this	study,	

this	aspect	provides	useful	insights	for	the	broader	project.	Moreover,	drawing	attention	to	

movement	not	only	provides	 an	effective	mode	 to	unfold	 the	narrative	of	 ethnography.	 It	

also	helps	to	situate	the	fieldwork	in	the	concrete	time-spaces	that	ethnographers	 inhabit,	

and	 that	 “like	 all	 forms	 of	 travel	 [it]	 engages	 us	 –	 as	 practitioners	 and	 audiences	 –	 in	 a	

constant	 re-negotiation	 of	 difference	 and	 repetition,	 of	 the	 ordinary	 and	 the	 unfamiliar”	

(Vannini,	2015a,	p.	323).	

As	 I	moved	across	 the	peninsula	 to	 collect	my	data,	 strategically	 following	 connections	

and	associations,	my	object	of	research	evolved	and	changed	for	several	reasons.	Mainly,	the	

availability	of	people	and	of	political	groups	to	share	their	time	and	experience	changed,	and	

the	 possibility	 to	 physically	 travel	 to	 some	 areas	 of	 the	 country	 became	 restricted.	

Therefore,	 the	 particular	mapping	 of	 the	 sites	where	my	 research	 took	 place	 produced	 a	

particular	 object	 and	 opportunistically	 constructed	 a	 specific	 discontinuous	 context	 in	

which	 constructing	 subjects	 act	 and	 are	 acted	 upon	 (Marcus,	 1995,	 p.	 98).	 For	 these	 and	

other	reasons	that	I	will	address	later	in	this	section,	the	knowledge	produced	through	this	

method	of	research	was	necessarily	partial	and	situated.			

In	 this	 case,	 how	 should	 the	 multi-sited	 space,	 that	 as	 an	 ethnographer	 I	 have	

constructed,	 be	 traversed?	 At	 the	 beginning	 of	 my	 research,	 I	 knew	 I	 was	 focusing	 on	

grassroots	political	groups	in	Italy	and	their	approach	to	information	technology.	However,	

I	was	aware	of	 the	difficulties	of	 tracing	 such	a	 cultural	phenomenon,	both	because	of	 its	

complexity	 and	 because	 of	 the	 difficulty	 in	 approaching	 activists.	 In	 fact,	 I	 have	 not	 only	

taken	 part	 as	 an	 activist	 at	 events	 and	 protests	 as	 a	 student,	 but	 I	 have	 also	 conducted	

research	on	social	movements	in	the	past.	Thus,	I	have	experienced	the	hard	part	of	getting	

in	touch	with	activists	and	being,	at	times,	rejected	as	“another	student	who	needs	to	write	
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her	 thesis.”	 Despite	 past	 experiences,	 I	 decided	 to	 undertake	 this	 research	 anyway.	 My	

primary	method	consisted	in	following	the	object,	 in	this	case,	the	ensemble	of	technology	

and	collectivity	that	co-produce	each	other,	as	a	mode	of	constructing	my	field.	This	method	

has	offered	the	possibility	to	capture	the	meaning	of	the	practices	of	those	groups	that	I	had	

chosen	(and	happened)	to	investigate.	Here,	I	use	the	term	practices	to	refer	to	the	stabilised	

work	of	material	bodies	that	have	established	a	corporeal	routine	to	reproduce	themselves	

(Thrift,	 2008,	 p.	 7).	 They	 are	 not	 property	 of	 the	 actors	 but	 of	 the	 practices	 themselves	

(Schatzki,	 2002).	 In	 fact,	 this	 method	 has	 given	 me	 the	 possibility	 to	 look	 closely	 at	 the	

different	motives	and	ways	through	which	these	groups	make	and	transform	the	world	 in	

which	they	live.	I	expand	on	this	in	the	following	Chapters.	

I	 strategically	decided	 to	start	 from	a	specific	event	–	hackmeeting.	Hackmeeting	 is	 the	

annual	 meeting	 of	 the	 Italian	 digital	 countercultures.	 People	 who	 are	 interested	 in	

technology	and	computer	science,	such	as	media	activists,	usually	take	part	in	this	event	as	

it	 is	 open	 to	 the	 public.	 Hackmeeting	 gave	 me	 the	 opportunity	 to	 enter	 the	 field	 as	 a	

collaborative	 atmosphere,	 and	 to	 establish	 connections	 with	 some	 of	 the	 groups	 that	 I	

observed	 later	 during	 the	 fieldwork.	 The	 issue	 of	 access	 remained	 crucial	 throughout	 the	

whole	research.	I	have	primarily	been	introduced	to	participants	in	my	research	by	insider	

key	 informants	 and	 friends;	 however,	 a	 few	 times	 I	 was	 referred	 to	 other	 potential	

participants	by	other	participants,	or	 I	have	 just	 followed	associations	and	connections.	 It	

was	easier	to	establish	trust	with	some	people,	especially	those	who	I	was	introduced	to	by	

common	acquaintances;	others	were	more	difficult	or	even	impossible	to	approach.	In	fact,	

although	the	response	to	my	research	has	been	relatively	positive,	I	faced	some	refusals	in	

my	attempt	to	collect	data	and	record	conversations	for	this	project.		

The	reason	for	refusal	was	often	because	of	the	informant	consent	form	that	participants	

needed	 to	 sign	 as	 a	 requirement	 for	 research	 ethics.	 I	 began,	 then,	 to	 feel	 the	 urge	 to	

comprehend	and	make	sense	of	 the	refusal	of	activists	 to	participate	or	 to	conform	to	 the	

rules	established	by	academic	institutions.	At	the	same	time,	this	problem	opened	the	path	

to	a	broader	reflection	on	the	implications	of	the	consent	form	in	the	process	of	building	a	

rapport	with	the	participants.	The	refusal	as	a	moment	of	relation	with	the	subject(s)/object	

of	 my	 research	 demanded	 a	 deeper	 reflection.	 In	 fact,	 as	 Visweswaran	 points	 out:	 "by	

making	 the	 subject	 refusal	 itself	 a	 subject	 for	my	 speculations,	 I	 am	 in	 fact	 forcing	 upon	

her/him	new	forms	of	subject	constitution	by	inscribing	his/her	silence	in	speech”	(1994,	p.	

60).	This	experience	has	been	one	of	the	issues	that	has	led	me	to	choose	an	approach	to	my	

research	 that	 refuses	 to	 elaborate	 on	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 subjects	 observed	 and	 focus,	
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instead,	on	the	practices	and	the	technology	produced	by	the	collectives.	 In	the	process	of	

writing	my	analysis,	I	realised	the	inherent	colonial	nature	of	this	method	of	research	that	

too	 often	makes	 use	 of	 the	 practice	 of	 naming	 (even	 of	 pseudonyms)	 to	 question	 and	 to	

subjectify.	By	moving	the	focus	from	the	subjects	to	practices	and	technology,	I	have	tried	as	

much	 as	 possible	 to	 avoid	 the	 subjectification	 of	 the	 people	 that	 have	 contributed	 to	my	

research.	 For	 this	 reason,	 I	 have	 decided,	 for	 instance,	 to	 maintain	 the	 anonymity	 of	 all	

participants,	 even	 those	 who	 have	 agreed	 to	 sign,	 and	 I	 have	 decided	 to	 call	 them	 with	

random	names	that	stand	for	subjects	that	shall	not	be	exposed	or	unmasked	(Visweswaran,	

1994,	p.	61).	

And	yet,	as	Urla	argues,	“the	refusal	of	the	subject	by	activists	needs	to	be	recognised	not	

just	as	a	methodological	impediment	but	also	as	a	means	of	gaining	insight	into	the	politics	

of	representation	specific	to	certain	contexts”	(2014,	p.	442).	Understanding	the	reasons	–	

ideological	or	practical	–	and	the	historical,	social	and	political	conditions	for	the	refusal	of	

the	subject(s)	proved	to	be	essential	for	establishing	relationships,	for	socialising,	and	being	

gradually	accepted	in	the	collectives.	How	reciprocity	and	trust	are	developed,	built	and	lost	

in	the	pursuit	of	fieldwork	is	key	to	understanding	the	relations	of	fieldwork	(Coffey,	1999,	

p.	 40).	 Furthermore,	 most	 of	 the	 time	 the	 refusal	 was	 especially	 the	 consequence	 of	 the	

consent	 form	 that	 the	 participants	 were	 asked	 to	 sign.	 This	 event	 sparked	 a	 moment	 of	

further	clarity	about	the	power	imbalance	between	me,	as	a	researcher,	and	the	subjects	of	

my	research.	In	fact,	like	Fine,	Weis,	Weseen	and	Wong	point	out:	

 

The	consent	form	sits	at	the	contradictory	base	of	the	institutionalisation	of	
research.	Although	the	aim	of	the	informed	consent	is	presumably	to	protect	
respondents,	 informing	 them	 of	 the	 possibility	 of	 harm	 in	 advance	 and	
inviting	 them	 to	withdraw	 if	 they	 so	 desire,	 it	 also	 effectively	 releases	 the	
institution	 or	 funding	 agency	 from	 any	 liability	 and	 gives	 control	 of	 the	
research	process	to	the	researcher	(2000,	p.	113).		 

 

In	the	case	of	this	research,	the	moment	of	the	request	to	sign	the	informed	consent	form,	

in	 many	 cases,	 compromised	 the	 possibility	 of	 establishing	 deeper	 connections	 with	 the	

participants,	reminding	both	parts	our	explicitly	differential	relationship.	The	form	became	

a	“crude	tool	–	a	conscience	–	to	remind	me	of	my	accountability	and	position”	(Fine,	Weis,	

Weseen	&	Wong,	2000,	p.	113).	Furthermore,	the	refusal	of	the	subjects	to	be	objectified	in	

the	writing	of	my	research	also	contributed	to	my	choice	of	a	specific	style	of	description,	as	

I	will	explain	later	in	this	Chapter.		

Despite	these	issues	during	my	research,	I	have	developed	close	relationships	with	some	

participants	 who	 became	 guides.	 These	 participants	 also	 helped	 me	 establish	 some	
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legitimacy	 and	 approval	 within	 the	 group(s);	 this	 only	 happened	 after	 intense	 and	

prolonged	debates	that	almost	sounded	like	interrogations	to	test	my	political	position,	my	

use	 of	 certain	 jargon,	 and	my	 competencies.	 For	 these	 and	 other	 reasons,	 the	 process	 of	

collecting	data	has	also	been	slow	and	frustrating	as	I	was	trying	to	work	on	my	ability	to	

make	 connections	while	 at	 the	 same	 time	negotiating	 the	boundaries	of	what	 I	 could	and	

wanted	to	disclose	about	myself.	The	impressions,	feelings	and	detailed	descriptions	of	the	

encounters	have	been	systematically	recorded	in	my	daily	field	notes.	Furthermore,	I	have	

collected	 relevant	documentation	of	 the	events	 that	 I	 attended	such	as	 leaflets,	 flyers	and	

independently	produced	press	material,	pictures	I	 took	when	it	was	possible	and	allowed,	

and	archival	research.	

Another	 important	 method	 used	 to	 gain	 further	 insights	 were	 interviews.	 I	 chose	 to	

interview	informants	to	garner	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	cultural	phenomenon	under	

investigation.	 Most	 of	 the	 interviews	 conducted	 were	 face-to-face.	 However,	 two	 cases	

required	an	interview	via	email	and	chat,	as	the	members	of	the	collective	were	numerous	

and	 lived	 in	 different	 cities.	 I	 chose	 to	 employ	mostly	 semi-structured	 interviews	 for	my	

project.	 By	 semi-structured	 interviews,	 I	 mean	 that	 I	 had	 arranged	 to	 meet	 with	 the	

participants	and	mutually	agreed	on	a	setting	that	would	be	easy	for	both	of	us	to	reach	(it	

was	usually	me,	as	a	researcher,	to	travel	to	the	place	so	to	cause	the	least	discomfort	to	the	

participants).	The	interviews	were	seldom	the	product	of	casual	conversations.	They	were	

almost	always	recorded	with	a	voice	recorder	unless	the	participant	required	this	to	be	off.	I	

had	a	range	of	basic	questions	to	start	the	discussion	with	the	participants.	I	always	ensured	

that	by	the	end	of	the	interview	those	topics	were	covered	(although	with	some	participants	

it	was	impossible	to	guide	them	towards	what	I	wanted	to	know),	but	at	the	same	time,	the	

participants	were	free	to	disclose	details	and	information	that	they	deemed	important	and	

necessary	 to	 know.	Moreover,	 the	 interviews	were	 almost	 always	 preceded	 by	 a	 detailed	

explanation	of	my	research	project	and	a	series	of	questions	to	me	by	the	participant,	often	

about	my	personal	stance	on	social	movements	and	my	political	sympathies.	Therefore,	the	

interviews	collected	differ	from	each	other	as	I	modelled	them	according	to	the	context,	the	

moment,	and	the	kind	of	relationship	that	I	had	been	able	to	establish	with	the	interviewee.	

In	 some	 instances,	 this	 involved	 other	 questions,	 agreeing	 or	 disagreeing	 with	 their	

answers,	 sharing	my	 feelings	 and	 ideas	 and	 improvising	 and	 interpreting	 comments	 and	

attitudes.	Rather	 than	 assuming	 the	 role	 of	 the	 inquisitor	 and,	 as	 Fontana	 and	Frey	point	

out,	using	the	interviewee	as	a	“clockwork	orange”	to	squeeze	the	juice	(answers)	out	of	the	

orange	 (interviewee),	 I	 tried	 to	make	 the	 interview	 a	moment	 of	 active	 interactions	 and	
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collaboration	 between	 two	 or	more	 people	 leading	 to	 the	 negotiated,	 contextually	 based	

results	(2008,	p.117-119).	 

Using	 this	method,	 I	 officially	 collected	eighteen	 interviews.	 I	would	 like	 to	underscore	

the	word	“officially”	as	this	is	the	number	of	times	that	I	had	managed	to	submit	a	consent	

form	to	one	or	more	participants	who	were	willing	to	sign	it.	In	reality,	I	met	and	conversed	

with	 a	 greater	 number	 of	 people,	 who	 were	 incredibly	 helpful	 for	 my	 project,	 and	 who	

consciously	 refused	 to	 sign	 the	 consent	 form	 for	 the	 reasons	partly	 explained	 above.	 The	

interviews	 were	 also	 mostly	 conducted	 with	 collectives	 of	 activists,	 who	 refused	 to	

individually	sign	the	consent	form	and	preferred	to	sign	with	the	name	of	the	collective.	All	

the	 interviews,	 conversations	 and	 material	 recorded	 and	 collected	 are	 in	 Italian	 –	 my	

mother	tongue	–		and	all	translations	in	English	are	mine.		

In	 light	 of	 this	 discussion,	 I	 will	 now	 turn	 to	 the	 implications	 of	 the	 practice	 of	

ethnography.	 I	 will	 discuss	 particularly	 the	 post-fieldwork	 phase	 and	 the	 issues	 that	

emerged	from	reading,	analysing	and	making	sense	of	the	data	collected. 

 

The politics and ethics of ethnographic practice 
 
This	section	frames	and	explores	some	of	the	issues	that	have	emerged	while	practising	

ethnography	 with	 grassroots	 groups.	 In	 fact,	 with	 interviews	 and	 participatory	 research	

over,	I	was	confronted	with	the	dilemma	of	how	best	to	represent	the	stories	of	the	people	I	

had	met	 and	 how	 to	 fairly	 interpret,	 analyse	 and	 convey	 them.	 Several	 issues	 unravelled	

during	 the	 post-field	 act	 of	 theorising	 the	 practice:	 how	 should	 the	 power	 imbalance	

between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 researched	 be	 negotiated?	 How	 should	 personal	

involvement	 inevitable	 in	 participatory	 research	 be	 made	 sense	 of?	 And	 how	 does	 this	

influence	the	analysis	of	the	data?	What	kind	of	responsibilities,	as	a	researcher,	do	I	have	

toward	 those	 I	 have	 studied?	 These	 questions	 address	 both	 the	 aspect	 of	 politics	 and	 of	

ethics	that	inevitably	emerge	about	research	methods,	and	that	I	will	tackle	in	this	section. 

As	an	activist	 and	 researcher	 choosing	 to	employ	a	 specific	 combination	of	methods	of	

research,	 I	 found	myself	deeply	 involved	 in	my	research.	 In	 fact,	 this	 research	 is	–	among	

other	things	–		strongly	inspired	by	a	personal	desire	to	explore	ways	of	becoming-common	

as	 opposed	 to	 the	 dominant	 neoliberal	 tendency	 toward	 individualisation,	 as	 I	 have	

explained	earlier	 in	 this	 thesis.	Hence,	accounting	 for	my	position	 in	 the	 field	 is	 crucial	 to	

understand	what	kind	of	knowledge	has	been	produced	in	this	research.		

Reflexivity	 in	 ethnography,	 as	 Karen	 O’Reilly	 explains:	 “has	 come	 to	 mean	 thinking	
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carefully	 about	who	 has	 done	 the	 research	 and	 how,	 under	what	 conditions,	 how	 it	 was	

written,	 by	 whom,	 and	 what	 impact	 these	 might	 have	 on	 the	 value	 of	 the	 ethnography	

produced”	 (O’Reilly,	 2015).	 The	 reflexive	mode	 is	 used,	 then,	 as	 an	 analytical	 device	 that	

contributes	 to	 the	 awareness	 of	 the	 self	 as	 a	 social	 construction	 and	 as	 a	 product	 of	

experiences.	 In	 fact,	 my	 identity	 as	 a	 politically	 active	 researcher	 has	 influenced	 my	

approach	 to	 the	 field	 as	 well	 as	 my	 relationships	 with	 participants.	 As	 both	 an	

undergraduate	 and	 postgraduate	 student	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Bologna,	 I	 was	 an	 active	

participant	 in	many	 political	 initiatives	 and	 public	 conventions	 and	 travelled	 to	 different	

cities	 to	 join	 political	 protests.	 As	 I	moved	 abroad	 for	 study	 and	work,	 I	 continued	 to	 be	

politically	 active	 in	 diverse	 groups.	 I	 have,	 therefore,	 entered	 the	 field	 with	 a	 fairly	

substantial	working	knowledge	about	 social	 activism	 in	 Italy.	However,	 I	 also	entered	 the	

field	with	 a	 set	 of	 preconceived	 ideas,	 some	of	which	were	 confirmed	–	 especially	during	

informal	 conversations	 with	 informants	 –	 and	 others	 undermined.	 The	 practice	 of	

ethnography	 involved	 participation	 in	 the	 activist	 groups	 explored.	 In	 some	 cases,	 this	

meant	an	immersion	in	practices	with	which	I	was	already	familiar,	while	in	others	it	meant	

experiencing	 new	 practices	 that	 challenged	my	 political	 assumptions.	 Thus,	 the	 field	 also	

became	the	space	where	I	made	sense	of	my	identity	as	a	politically	involved	researcher.	I	

was	almost	 forced	 to	 consider	 the	various	 roles	 I	play	 in	my	everyday	 life	and	how	 these	

identities	affect	who	I	am,	what	I	see,	how	I	make	meanings	in	any	setting,	and	how	others	

see	me	(Oran,	1998,	p.	27).	

Thus,	the	experience	of	fieldwork	is	a	transformative	moment	perhaps	more	meaningful	

for	 the	 ethnographer	 than	 to	 the	 subjects	 of	 the	 research.	 As	 a	 social	 process,	 fieldwork	

necessitated	 a	 deep	 involvement,	 relational	 engagement,	 and	 emotional	 labour,	 and	

represented	more	 than	 just	 a	method	 for	 investigation:	 it	 has	 also	 been	 an	 experience	 of	

personal	 growth	 that	 has	 redefined	who	 I	 am	 away	 from	 the	 field	 and	 after	 “exiting”	 the	

field.	 The	 ethnographic	 experience	 of	 the	 activist-researcher	 tests	 the	 researcher’s	

resilience	and	ability	to	use	her	person	as	an	instrument	for	collecting	data	by	establishing	

relationships	 with	 the	 participants.	 It	 is	 an	 intense	 experience.	 On	 one	 hand,	 reflexive	

ethnography	requires	that	the	researcher	remains	aware	of	her	ideas,	beliefs,	and	political	

stance,	 and	 that	 she	 can	 conceptualise	herself	 as	 situated	within	 the	 field	as	much	as	any	

other	 participant.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 asks	 the	 researcher	 to	 accept	 the	 transformative	

nature	 of	 fieldwork	 as	 a	 powerful	 and	 affective	 social	 experience.	 It	 demands	 that	 the	

activist-researcher	 is	constantly	able	 to	 juggle	her	double	 identity.	This	contributes	 to	 the	

feeling	 of	 disconnection	 from	 the	 subject(s)	 of	 the	 research,	 especially	 in	 those	moments	
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when	the	group	becomes	frustrated	because	of	 the	 lack	of	competence	of	 the	observer,	or	

because	of	certain	questions	that	the	researcher	might	ask	and	that	appear	obvious	to	the	

group.	The	activist-researcher	experiences	a	condition	of	divided	self	and	divided	emotions	

throughout	the	research	journey.	She	tries	to	articulate	her	experience	simultaneously	as	a	

professional,	an	activist,	and	a	human	being	with	her	deep	subjectivity,	while	also	having	to	

choose	 carefully	 how	 and	 whether	 to	 disclose	 or	 conceal	 the	 complexity	 of	 this	 inner	

contradiction.			

This	condition	can	reinforce	itself	during	the	post-fieldwork	phase	when,	away	from	the	

locus	 of	 the	 research,	 as	 author	 and	 narrator,	 the	 researcher	 speculates	 on	 what	 was	

observed.	 The	 post-fieldwork	 stage	 is	 the	 moment	 when	 it	 becomes	 necessary	 to	

acknowledge	 the	 agency	 of	 the	 subjects	 of	 the	 study,	 and	 reflect	 upon	 the	 social	

responsibility	towards	them	and	towards	the	wider	society.	However,	although	the	reflexive	

moment	is	an	important	step	to	clarify	the	position	of	the	researcher	in	the	field,	I	am	also	

aware	 that	a	situated	researcher	 is	a	position	of	privilege.	Hence,	 I	must	acknowledge	 the	

potential	of	the	reflexive	mode	to	silence	subjects	and	lose	sight	of	the	culturally	different	

other.	Nevertheless,	I	persist	in	the	effort	to	use	reflexivity	both	for	intellectual	and	personal	

honesty	 and	 as	 a	 way	 to	 represent	 my	 responsibility	 toward	 both	 the	 subjects	 of	 my	

research	and	society	at	large,	particularly	in	terms	of	transforming	public	consciousness	and	

common	sense	 about	 social	movements	 and	digital	media	 (Fine,	Weis,	Weseen	 and	Wong,	

2000,	pp.	108-109).	In	fact,	it	is	also	important	to	acknowledge	the	agency	of	the	subjects	of	

my	research,	as	they	played	influential	roles	in	shaping	what	I	 learnt	about	their	lives	and	

the	communities	 in	which	they	 live	and	work	(Naples,	2003,	p.	37).	Therefore,	 it	becomes	

also	necessary	to	protect	them	and	always	find	ways	to	say	what	needs	to	be	said	without	

overshadowing	the	importance	of	local	knowledge	compared	to	the	professional	knowledge	

of	the	researcher.			

Then,	the	arduous	task	as	a	researcher	is	to	talk	about	social	movements	and	their	work	

with	digital	media	in	a	society	that	 is	 increasingly	anti-democratic	and	under	surveillance,	

as	I	will	discuss	in	the	next	three	Chapters.	In	fact,	often	those	who	oppose	this	system	have	

limited	 freedom	 to	make	 their	 claims,	 as	 neoliberal	 institutions	 and	 governments	 tend	 to	

police	and	repress	any	behaviour	that	could	potentially	be	disruptive.	For	these	reasons,	it	

is	important	to	establish	genuine	relations	of	collaboration	with	the	participants.	This	would	

not	only	contribute	added	value	to	the	quality	of	the	research,	but	also	and	especially	limit,	

even	 if	 only	 to	 a	 certain	 extent,	 the	 risk	 that	 the	 outcomes	 of	 the	 research	 could	 be	

appropriated	 and	 used	 to	 the	 end	 of	 reproducing	 perverse	 social	 representations	 (Fine,	
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Weis,	Weseen	and	Wong,	2000,	pp.	117-119).	 

The	 analysis	 produced	 in	 this	 thesis	 also	 needs	 to	 be	 considered	 in	 the	 light	 of	 these	

issues.	 In	 this	 respect,	 I	 claim	that	 the	contribution	 that	 this	 thesis	seeks	 to	make	 is	 to	be	

seen	as	a	situated,	embodied,	and	partial	type	of	knowledge.	As	Donna	Haraway	reminds	us,	

“only	by	knowing	 in	our	bodies,	and	 from	a	partial	perspective,	we	can	promise	objective	

visions"	 (1991,	 p.	 190).	 However,	 this	 thesis	 will	 not	 be	 a	 personal	 account	 of	 the	

ethnographer	in	relation	to	the	field.	Nevertheless,	a	reflection	on	personal	involvement	is	

useful	to	understand	the	logic	behind	the	argument	of	this	work.		Hence,	I	will	explain	how	

the	 use	 of	 reflexive	 ethnography	 contributes	 to	 the	 production	 of	 situated,	 partial,	 and	

embodied	 knowledge	 that	 seeks	 to	 critique	 ideas	 of	 objectivity	 in	 the	 approach	 to	 social	

phenomena.	This	work,	 indeed,	problematises	 such	approaches.	 It	 claims	 that	approaches	

that	 appear	 as	 objective	 and	 claim	 universality	 ignoring	 the	 specific	 context	 of	 power	

relations	within	which	certain	claims	are	made,	are	deceitful.		

Objectivity	 is	a	complex	concept	with	many	different	 facets.	Allan	Megill	 (1994)	argues	

that	 the	 terms	 “objective”	 and	 “objectivity”	 have	 four	 principal	 senses.	 The	 first	 is	 the	

philosophical	or	absolute	sense	which	is	derived	from	the	ideal	of	representing	things	in	the	

most	 faithful	way	possible	 to	 reality	or	 “as	 they	 really	are”.	The	second	 is	 the	disciplinary	

sense	which	takes	consensus	among	the	members	of	a	particular	research	community	as	its	

standard	 of	 objectivity.	 Thirdly,	 there	 is	 a	 dialectical	 sense	 which	 holds	 that	 objects	 are	

constituted	 in	 the	 course	 of	 an	 interplay	 between	 subject	 and	 object.	 Finally,	 there	 is	 a	

procedural	sense	which	aims	at	an	impersonal	method	of	investigation.	In	this	work,	I	take	

issue	with	accounts	of	objectivity	 that	have	a	negative	relation	 to	subjectivity	 in	 that	 they	

seek	to	exclude	or	contain	it.	As	Katherine	Bartlett	points	out,	objectivity	as	the	traditional	

account	of	reality	posits	a	close,	symbiotic	relationship	between	objectivity	and	rationality,	

as	well	as	a	dichotomy	between	objectivity	and	such	things	as	bias	and	emotion	(2014,	p.	

375).	 These	 types	 of	 objective	 accounts	 posit	 an	 opposition	 between	 objectivity	 and	

subjectivity,	and	it	is	this	aspect	that	I	will	address	here.	In	this	respect,	I	consider	a	feminist	

critique	of	the	concept	of	objectivity.		

In	 her	 critique	 of	 objectivity,	 Catherine	 MacKinnon	 associates	 it	 with	 the	 ideal	 of	

rationality	 and	 further	 with	 masculinity.	 Thus,	 she	 identifies	 objectification	 as	 the	 social	

process,	and	male	dominance	as	its	politics.	However,	without	going	into	debates	about	the	

gendered	nature	of	objectivity,	her	argument	can	still	be	useful	to	problematise	the	concept:	

“To	 look	 at	 the	 world	 objectively	 is	 to	 objectify	 it”	 claims	MacKinnon	 (1987,	 p.	 50),	 and	

objectification	 is	a	 relation	of	domination	where	one	has	 the	power	 to	 impose	one's	view	
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(MacKinnon,	 1987;	 1989).	 Reclaiming	 the	 need	 for	 a	 situated	 and	 reflexive	 type	 of	

knowledge,	 this	 work	 seeks	 to	 contextualise	 the	 epistemic	 position	 of	 objectivity	 as	 one	

possible	stance	about	knowledge,	and	not	as	the	only	possibility	for	an	accurate	description	

of	 social	 phenomena.	 In	 fact,	 one	 does	 not	 need	 to	 be	 objective	 to	 be	 accurate	 and,	 in	

general,	 to	make	 accurate	 claims	 (Haslanger,	 2012,	 p.	 31).	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 adopting	 a	

reflexive	stance	about	the	production	of	knowledge	does	not	relieve	the	researcher	from	the	

weight	of	inevitably	infusing	the	text	with	interpretations	of	the	social	phenomena.	Hence,	I	

take	full	responsibility	for	the	interpretations	that	will	be	provided	in	the	analysis	that	will	

follow	in	the	next	Chapters.			

Furthermore,	 in	 discussing	 the	 nature	 of	 knowledge	 that	 I	 hope	 to	 produce	 with	 this	

work,	a	reflection	on	the	value	of	academic	knowledge	production	to	grassroots	activism	is	

necessary.	 Most	 of	 the	 knowledge	 created	 within	 academia	 about	 social	 movements	 and	

activism	 remains	 hardly	 accessible	 to	 activists	 and	 is	 sometimes	 not	 of	 direct	 interest	 to	

them	because	 it	only	amplifies	academic	voices	 (Gillan	&	Pickerill,	2012,	p.	138).25	On	 the	

other	hand,	 instead,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 acknowledge	how	knowledge	 that	 is	 grounded	and	

situated	 within	 social	 movement	 praxis	 does,	 in	 fact,	 contribute	 towards	 a	 progressive	

change	 in	 the	 production	 of	 knowledge	 in	 the	 university	 that	 increasingly	 embodies	 big	

business	practices	(Barker,	2008).		

The	reflexive	moment	in	participatory	research	then	becomes	an	opportunity	to	make	a	

valuable	contribution	to	social	change,	by	considering	the	role	of	the	activist-researcher	in	a	

time	when,	 as	David	Graeber	points	 out:	 “there	 [is]	 such	 a	 gulf	 between	 intellectuals	 and	

activists;	 between	 theorists	 of	 revolution	 and	 its	 practitioners”	 (2002,	 p.61).	 This	 point	

needs	 to	 be	 acknowledged	 and	 addressed	 as	 an	 existing	 research	 problem	 in	 the	 area	 of	

social	movements	studies	(Barker,	2008).		

The	 social	 role	 of	 the	 university	 must	 be	 underscored	 by	 ensuring	 that	 researchers	

return	 to	 the	 community	 that	 has	 contributed	 to	 their	 work	 with	 an	 equal	 commitment	

which	 investigates	 issues	 that	 interest	activists,	encourages	reflexive	and	critical	practices	

within	 the	 academy,	 and	 that	 fulfils	 the	 role	 of	 what	 Chomsky	 calls	 the	 “subversive	

intellectual”	 in	 society.	 In	 turn,	 this	 could	 start	 to	 narrow	 the	 gap	 that	 has	 become	 so	

evidently	 persistent	 throughout	 the	 years	 between	 activists	 and	 academics	 (Chomsky	 &	

																																																								
25	An	activist	is	someone	who	takes	an	active	part,	usually	as	a	volunteer,	in	a	political	party	or	interest	group.	Activists	advocate	for	

change	and	better	conditions,	and	develop	practices	and	methods	to	achieve	the	position	they	favour	as	the	situation	demands.	

	
 



	 59	

Otero,	2003,	p.	198).		

Furthermore,	 researchers	 need	 to	 also	 contribute	 to	 reclaiming	 the	 common	nature	 of	

the	knowledge	produced	 in	academia	and	guarantee	 its	access.	This	 is	an	 important	point	

and	not	an	easy	task	within	the	current	neoliberal	university.	If	we	look	at	knowledge	from	

the	lens	of	the	commons	that	is	a	key	concept	in	this	thesis,	we	can	interpret	it	as	a	resource	

that	 needs	 to	 be	 shared.	 This	 is	 currently	 a	 challenging	 issue	 in	 academia	 that,	 while	

increasingly	 relying	 on	 industries	 and	 external	 agencies	 to	 fund	 research,	 also	 treats	

research	 results	 in	 a	 proprietary	 way.	 The	 issue	 with	 the	 knowledge	 commons	 (Hess	 &	

Ostrom,	2007)	in	current	academia	is	that	“the	commercial	interest	in	secrecy	is	overriding	

the	 public’s	 interest	 in	 free,	 shared	 knowledge”	 (Brown,	 2000,	 p.	 1701).	 However,	 with	

regard	 to	 this	 issue,	 there	 have	 been	 some	 hopeful	 steps	 in	 recent	 years	 towards	

constructing	an	academic	commons.	In	fact,	recent	trends	in	the	academic	circles	and	in	the	

institutional	 funding	bodies	now	mandate	 that	certain	research	output	be	made	as	widely	

accessible	as	possible.26	

The	issues	discussed	in	this	section	resurface	in	the	process	of	writing	the	analysis.	It	is	

important	that	the	style	and	the	type	of	text	chosen	for	the	analysis	of	the	data	reflect	the	

practice	of	reflexivity	but	also	are	careful	not	to	silence	participants.	In	closing	this	section,	I	

will	now	turn	to	explain	my	choice	of	an	adequate	text	and	style	to	convey	the	experience	of	

the	fieldwork.		

 

Writing and Representation: the text, the author(s), and the narrator 
 
Following	 the	 discussion	 around	 reflexivity	 elaborated	 on	 in	 the	 previous	 paragraphs,	

this	section	will	address	another	difficult	choice	that	I	had	to	face	as	an	ethnographer:	that	

is,	 to	 find	 an	 appropriate	 style,	 text	 and	 methodology	 of	 analysis	 that	 could	 reflect	 the	

complex	experience	of	fieldwork	as	well	as	the	collaborative	nature	of	knowledge	produced	

in	this	way.		

Acknowledging	the	construction	of	the	ethnographic	text	as	a	complex	practice	has	been	

the	focus	of	numerous	critical	works,	and	as	one	of	the	principal	things	ethnographers	do	is	

writing,	it	has	received	a	lot	of	attention	in	the	attempt	to	find	new	styles	(Clifford	&	Marcus,	

1986).	Suddenly,	writing	about	those	subjects,	and	telling	the	stories	where	I	was	directly	

																																																								
26 	See	 for	 instance:	 Open	 Access	 Research,	 The	 Higher	 Education	 Research	 Funding	 Council	 for	 England.	 (Available	 at:	

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/rsrch/oa/)	 	 and	 	 Columbia	 |	 Academic	 Commons	 (Available	 at:	 https://academiccommons.columbia.edu)	

among	others.		
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involved,	became	a	very	arduous	task	as	I	increasingly	realised	that	writing	itself	is	never	an	

innocent	 practice,	 but	 always	 –	 especially	 in	 the	 humanities	 and	 social	 sciences	 –	 an	

interpretive	one	(Rinehart,	1998).	As	I	moved	to	conceive	of	writing	not	 just	as	a	mode	of	

“telling”,	but	precisely	as	a	method	of	inquiry	itself,	as	a	way	of	“knowing”	about	myself	and	

my	topic,	I	was	faced	with	numerous	issues	about	what	kind	of	text	could	do	justice	both	to	

my	effort	and	to	those	of	the	subjects	involved	(Richardson,	2000,	p.	923).		

It	became	immediately	clear	to	me	that	an	authoritative	text,	written	in	the	conventional	

social	sciences	prose,	which	gives	more	weight	to	abstract	and	categorical	knowledge	than	

to	the	direct	testimony	of	personal	narrative	could	not	be	in	tune	with	the	intent	of	this	type	

of	research	(Ellis	and	Bochner,	2000,	p.	734).27	If,	as	I	have	suggested	above,	the	fieldwork	

experience	produces	collaborative	and	situated	knowledge,	these	aspects	also	need	to	find	

expression	in	a	type	of	text	that	privileges	intuition	over	logic	(Rinehart,	1998).	After	all,	as	

Donna	 Haraway	 explains:	 “accounts	 of	 a	 “real”	 world	 do	 not	 depend	 on	 a	 logic	 of	

“discovery”,	 but	 on	 a	 power-charged	 social	 relation	 of	 conversation”	 (1991,	 p.	 198).	

Therefore,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	move	 from	 an	 impersonal,	 inquisitive	 type	 of	writing	where	

knowledge	seems	to	come	from	nowhere,	and	the	collaborative	and	conversational	nature	

of	 it	 is	overshadowed,	to	a	kind	of	writing	where	there	is	space	for	personal	accounts	and	

for	a	personal	voice,	where	identification	with	real	people	and	attention	to	the	context	and	

not	 just	 to	 details	 produces	 a	 type	 of	 text	 that	 is	 also	 engaging,	 without	 losing	 scientific	

validity	–	and	where	I	show	rather	than	just	tell	(Rinehart,	2008,	p.	207).			

As	Behar	points	out	in	her	work	on	vulnerable	writing:	“[…]	a	personal	voice,	if	creatively	

used,	can	lead	the	reader,	not	into	miniature	bubbles	of	navel-gazing,	but	into	the	enormous	

sea	 of	 serious	 social	 issues”	 (1996,	 p.	 14).	 A	 personal	 account	 can	 help	 toward	 a	 deeper	

understanding	of	the	experience	and	believability.	However,	it	is	not	the	solution	to	the	hard	

task	of	representation	that	will	always	remain	partial	and	limited.	Hence,	my	position	in	the	

account	 is	more	 akin	 to	what	Visweswaran	 calls	 the	unreliable	narrator,	whose	 authority	

rests	exactly	on	posing	more	and	more	questions,	rather	than	facts	(1994,	p.	62).	As	she	also	

suggests,	 referencing	Catherine	Belsey,	acknowledging	 this	 role	requires	 that	 the	narrator	

takes	on	a	contradictory	and	questioning	position,	producing	what	Belsey	(1980,	p.	85)	calls	

an	“interrogative”	text	that:	 

 

																																																								
27	In	conventional	social	scientific	writing,	 the	arguments	and	the	 findings	are	written	 in	prose.	However,	 there	exist	other	genres	

that	ethnographers	have	employed	to	write	their	arguments	and	findings	such	as	poetic	representations,	writing-up	of	in-depth	detailed	

interviews	as	narrative	poems,	and	even	translating	ethnographic	data	into	lyric	poems	(Flood,	Lapp	&	Brice	Heath,	2014).	I	have	used	

some	of	these	devices	myself	in	my	analysis.					
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[…]	refuses	a	single	point	of	view,	however	complex	and	comprehensive,	but	
brings	points	of	view	into	unresolved	collision	or	contradiction.	It,	therefore,	
refuses	 the	 hierarchy	 of	 voices	 of	 classic	 realism,	 and	 no	 authorial	 or	
authoritative	 voice	 points	 to	 a	 single	 position	 which	 is	 the	 place	 of	 the	
coherence	of	meaning. 

 

					In	writing	 about	my	 fieldwork	 experience,	 I	 hope	 to	 fulfil	 the	 task	 of	 constructing	 this	

type	of	 text,	 refusing	 the	hierarchy	of	 voices	while	 still	writing	 in	my	voice	 to	 convey	 the	

situated	and	partial	nature	of	this	experience	through	what	I	write	and	what	I	choose	not	to	

tell.	Furthermore,	in	the	construction	of	the	text,	I	hope	to	be	able	to	reproduce	not	only	the	

complexity	of	the	relations	that	I	have	established	within	the	field	but	also	of	the	field	itself	

and	the	relations	of	power	that	I	have	observed. 

     To	 do	 so,	 I	 believe	 it	 is	 also	 necessary	 to	 highlight	 how	 the	 specific	 combination	 of	

methods	 employed	 in	 this	 research	 –	 participant	 observation,	 interviews	 and	 writing	 –	

combined	 with	 specific	 theoretical	 assumptions,	 will	 contribute	 to	 the	 production	 of	 a	

specific	kind	of	knowledge.	 In	fact,	 following	the	discussion	around	the	type	of	knowledge	

that	 this	 analysis	 hopes	 to	 produce,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 non-neutral	

nature	 of	 methods	 and,	 alongside	 with	 it,	 their	 performative	 role	 in	 constructing	 the	

object(s)	that	we	attempt	to	know	and	show	to	others	as	researchers.	

					The	methods	 researchers	 choose	 to	 employ	 in	 order	 to	 interpret	 and	 analyse	 the	 data	

collected,	by	themselves,	play	an	important	part	in	the	interpretation	of	their	object/subject	

of	 inquiry,	 as	well	 as	 the	 context	 and	 the	 conditions	 that	made	 that	 choice.	 As	 John	 Law	

points	out:	“[…]	methods	do	not	discover	and	depict	realities;	instead,	they	participate	in	the	

enactment	of	those	realities”	(2004,	p.	45).	This	point	is	relevant	for	considering	how	data	is	

analysed,	and	the	assumptions	that	are	made	theoretically	and	methodologically	throughout	

the	analysis,	in	that	they	produce	not	only	truths	and	non-truths,	realities	and	non-realities,	

presences	 and	 absences,	 but	 also	 arrangements	with	 political	 implications	 (Law,	 2004,	 p.	

143).	Methods	not	only	determine	how	we	as	researchers	interpret,	write	and	explain	what	

we	choose	as	objects	of	our	research,	but	also	how	we	relate	 to	 it,	how	much	we	other	 it,	

shape	it,	influence	it,	and	how	much	we	accept	to	consider	and	make	sense	of	the	agency	of	

the	object	itself.	Therefore,	in	choosing	to	use	this	combination	of	methods	of	research	I	am	

making	not	only	a	commitment	to	look	for	what	it	is	not	definite,	repeatable,	or	stable,	but	

also	a	statement	about	 the	nature	of	 the	knowledge	 that	 I	 intend	to	construct	and	help	 to	

generate:	 that	 is,	as	mentioned	above,	a	 situated	and	partial	knowledge	 in	 the	scenario	of	

the	many	possibilities	offered	by	a	complex	reality. 

     In	the	light	of	these	speculations,	the	next	section	explains	the	interpretative	framework	
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with	which	I	analysed	my	data.	 

	

Thick Description and Thick Interpretation 
 
I	move	now	into	the	discussion	on	the	interpretation	of	the	data	collected	throughout	my	

fieldwork	that	will	lead	toward	the	discussion	of	a	non-representational	style	of	analysis,	as	

I	will	explain	in	the	next	sections.	Namely,	I	address	this	issue:	how	do	I	make	sense	of	what	

I	have	observed	and	lived	during	my	time	spent	in	Italy?	As	discussed	above,	fieldwork	is	an	

intense	 experience	 that	 demands	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 personal	 involvement	 and	 reveals	 the	

complicated	 nature	 of	 social	 relations	 and	 the	 social	 world.	 It	 is	 important,	 then,	 to	

guarantee	 that	 such	a	 richness	of	details	 finds	 its	 space	 in	 the	 interpretation	of	 the	 social	

actors	(and	of	the	researcher	as	social	actor	itself)	interrelating	in	the	field.	

As	a	methodological	practice,	ethnography	requires	not	only	establishing	a	rapport	with	

the	 subjects	 of	 research	 in	 the	 field	 but	 also	 a	 practical	 constant	 commitment	 to	writing:	

keeping	a	diary,	writing	field	notes,	transcribing	texts	and	interviews.	What	defines	it,	says	

Clifford	Geertz	(1975,	p.	6),	“is	the	kind	of	intellectual	effort	it	is:	an	elaborate	venture	in,	to	

borrow	 a	 notion	 from	 Gilbert	 Ryle,	 thick	 description".	 Describing	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 most	

suitable	 tool	 to	 employ	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	 analyse	 and	 convey	 the	 variety	 and	 intensity	 of	

such	 an	 embodied	 experience	 that	 produces	 a	 specific	 type	 of	 knowledge.	 It	 is	 not	 just	 a	

simple	 or	 “thin”	 description,	 but	 as	 Geertz	 reminds	 us,	 a	 “thick”	 description	 of	 events.	 In	

elaborating	on	the	methodology	that	I	chose	to	employ,	 I	believe	 it	crucial	 to	elaborate	on	

the	concept	of	“thick”	description.	 

Through	a	close	reading	of	the	famous	essay	by	Clifford	Geertz	Thick	description:	toward	

an	interpretive	theory	of	culture	(1973),	I	identified	two	main	problematic	points.	First	of	all,	

the	 concept	 of	 “thick”	 is	mainly	 described	 as	 contrasting	with	 “thin.”	 Several	 examples	 of	

“thick”	descriptions	are	provided,	but	an	exhaustive	definition	of	what	 “thick”	description	

means	is	not	forthcoming.	Secondly,	Geertz	conceives	of	“thick	description”	in	two	different	

and	overlapping	ways:	first,	he	describes	ethnography	–	as	anthropological	analysis	–	as	“an	

elaborate	venture	 in	 […]	 thick	description”	 (p.	 6),	 and	goes	 further:	 “ethnography	 is	 thick	

description.	 What	 the	 ethnographer	 is	 in	 fact	 faced	 with	 is	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 complex	

conceptual	 structures,	 many	 of	 them	 superimposed	 upon	 or	 knotted	 into	 one	 another,	

which	are	at	once	strange,	 irregular,	and	 inexplicit,	and	which	he	must	contrive	somehow	

first	to	grasp	and	then	to	render"	(p.	9-10).	Here,	Geertz	interpreted	"thick	description"	in	

an	epistemological	sense:	it	is	the	way	the	ethnographer	learns	about	and	enquires	into	the	
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cultural	 phenomenon,	 the	way	 she	 acquires,	 or	 grasps,	 knowledge	 about	 it.	 On	 the	 other	

hand,	 he	 clarifies	 in	 this	 excerpt	 that	 it	 also	 is	 the	 ethnographer’s	 task	 to	 render	 these	

complex	 conceptual	 structures	 intelligible	 –	 that	 is	 thickly	 describe	 (p.	 14).	 	 He	 then	

inscribes	the	concept	of	“thick	description”	with	a	methodological	purpose.	Committed	to	a	

semiotic	concept	of	culture,	Geertz	assigns	to	thick	description	not	only	the	task	of	helping	

the	ethnographer	to	learn	about	the	culture	under	investigation	but	also	that	of	interpreting	

and	 explaining	 that	 culture,	 or	 cultural	 phenomenon,	 by	 “sorting	 out	 the	 structures	 of	

signification,	and	determining	their	social	ground	and	import”	(p.	9).	He	confirms	this	 last	

point	 later	 in	 the	 essay	when	 saying:	 “So,	 there	 are	 three	 characteristics	 of	 ethnographic	

description:	 it	 is	 interpretive;	what	 it	 is	 interpretive	of	 is	 the	 flow	of	social	discourse,	and	

the	interpreting	involved	consists	in	trying	to	rescue	the	“said”	of	such	discourses	from	its	

perishing	occasions	and	fix	 it	 in	perusable	terms”	(p.	20).	Furthermore,	Geertz	talks	about	

“multiple	frames	of	interpretation”	that	are	required	to	explain	a	complex	social	context.			

Although	 Geertz	 work	 is	 crucial	 to	 garnering	 an	 understanding	 of	 thick	 description,	

further	 research	 about	 the	 concept	 is	 needed	 to	 gain	 a	 better	 understanding	 of	 what	

constitutes	 thick	 description.	 In	 this	 regard,	 Norman	 Denzin,	 in	 his	 work	 on	 interpretive	

interactionism,	 expands	 and	 clarifies	 the	 notion	 of	 thick	 description,	 pointing	 out	 that	

“description	is	necessarily	interpretive”	(1989,	p.	101).	He	also	provides	a	definition	of	thick	

description	that	helps	clarify	its	aims:	 
 
[…]	 Thick	 description	 contextualises	 experience.	 […]	 [It]	 does	 more	 than	
record	 what	 a	 person	 is	 doing.	 It	 goes	 beyond	 mere	 fact	 and	 surface	
appearances.	 It	 presents	 details,	 context,	 emotion,	 and	 the	 webs	 of	 social	
relationships	 that	 join	 persons	 to	 one	 another.	 Thick	 description	 evokes	
emotionality	and	self-feelings.	It	inserts	history	into	experience.	It	establishes	
the	significance	of	an	experience,	or	the	sequence	of	events,	for	the	person	or	
persons	 in	 question.	 In	 thick	 description,	 the	 voices,	 feelings,	 actions,	 and	
meanings	of	interacting	individuals	are	heard	(1989,	p.	83). 

 

 

					Denzin’s	 discussion	 of	 thick	 description	 is	 extremely	 useful	 because	 it	 clarifies	 the	

performative	nature	of	interpretations,	as	exemplified	by	the	quote	above.	If	we	consider,	as	

mentioned	above,	that	descriptions	are	interpretations,	then	it	is	possible	to	also	interpret	

thick	 descriptions	 as	 productive.	 Furthermore,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 interpret	 them	 as	

inscriptions.	 Inscriptions	 require	 a	 density	 and	 richness	 of	 details	 in	 order	 to	 create	

verisimilitudes,	that	is,	to	produce	texts	about	events	that	readers	can	relate	with,	that	they	

can	 feel	 like	 they	 can	 experience	 (Denzin,	 1989,	 p.).	 A	 good	 thick	 description	 is	 then	

fundamental	 for	 the	 work	 of	 interpretation	 that	 rests	 upon	 such	 detailed	 and	 vibrant	
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accounts.	

					Further,	 Denzin	 elaborates	 some	 guidelines	 for	 the	 qualitative	 researcher	 to	 help	

understand	 how	 to	 write	 good	 thick	 descriptions,	 highlight	 the	 varieties	 of	 types	 of	

descriptions	and	warn	that	not	every	thick	description	is	ever	full	or	complete.	A	good	and	

complete	 thick	 description,	 according	 to	 Denzin,	 is	 biographical,	 historical,	 situational,	

relational,	and	interactional,	but	some	may	focus	on	and	emphasise	singular	aspects.	They	

do	 not	 gloss	 details,	 they	 are	 not	 intrusive	 –	 that	 is,	 the	 observer	 does	 not	 insert	 her	

interpretations	 in	 the	description	of	 situations	 that	 are	being	 recorded	–	 and	 they	do	not	

omit	key	details	(1989,	p.	91-99).	As	well,	it	is	the	task	of	thick	interpretation	to	dig	out	the	

multiple	levels	of	meaning	attached	to	social	actions	and	situations	that	lead	then	to	"thick	

meaning"	as	Ponterotto	defines	it	(2006,	p.	543).	The	objective	of	good	thick	description	lies	

in	 the	 explanation	 and	 contextualisation	 of	 thick	 meaning,	 especially	 as	 the	

ethnographer/interpreter	 inscribes	 in	 the	description	of	 the	 social	discourse	or	event	her	

experience	 of	 the	 social	 event,	 rendering	meaning	 something	 emotional	 and	 biographical	

(Denzin,	1989,	p.	102).	Following	several	types	of	description,	Denzin	outlines	just	as	many	

types	 of	 interpretation,	 suggesting	 that	 for	 an	 interpretation	 to	 be	 thick,	 “dialogic	 and	

polyphonic	 interpretations	 are	 preferred,	 because	 they	 allow	 multiple	 voices	 of	

interpretations	to	be	heard”	(1989,	p.	113).		

						The	 “thickness”	 of	 the	 interpretation	 also	 consists	 in	understanding	 and	explaining	 the	

perspectives	of	the	actors	involved	in	the	conversation	or	event,	two	aspects	that	as	Martin	

Hammersley	points	out	in	his	interpretation	of	Geertz,	produce	an	inevitable	and	irreducible	

tension	in	ethnography	(2008,	p.	61).	This	tension	highlights	the	constructed	nature	of	the	

ethnographer	 interpretation:	 as	 social	 actors	 in	 the	 field	 produce	 their	 own	 account	 of	

events	 and	 situations,	 the	ethnographer	 interpretation	 is	 a	 thick	 interpretation	of	what	 is	

her	 understanding	 of	 the	 account	 provided	 by	 the	 informants.	 The	 relationship	 between	

interpretation	 and	understanding	 becomes	 fundamental	 as	 it	 represents	 a	methodological	

issue	 that	 needs	 clarification.	 Denzin’s	 words	 in	 this	 respect	 are	 extremely	 useful	 in	

providing	a	starting	point	for	a	discussion:		

  

Interpretation	is	the	clarification	of	meaning.	Understanding	is	the	process	of	
interpreting,	knowing,	and	comprehending	the	meaning	that	is	felt,	intended,	
and	expressed	by	another.	Interpretation	precedes	understanding.	[…]	Just	as	
description	 provides	 the	 framework	 for	 interpretation,	 so	 too	 does	
interpretation	create	the	conditions	for	understanding	(1989,	p.	120).			 
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				Denzin	 goes	 further	 by	 providing	 a	 discussion	 around	 two	 forms	 of	 understanding:	

cognitive	and	emotional.	These	are	impossible	to	separate	because	emotions	and	cognitions	

are	 both	 parts	 of	 how	 individuals	 experience	 events.	 He	 suggests	 that	 the	 first	 produces	

spurious	understandings:	they	deal	with	the	bare	facts	and	are	based	on	thin	descriptions.	

The	 second,	 instead,	 is	 the	 “true	or	authentic	emotional	understanding”	 that	occurs	when	

“one	 person	 has	 entered	 into	 the	 experiences	 of	 another,	 and	 reproduced,	 or	 felt,	

experiences	 similar	 to	 those	 felt	 by	 the	 other”	 (1989,	 p.	 121-122).	 Denzin	 stresses	 the	

importance	 of	 emotions	 and	 emotionality	 in	 the	 process	 of	 understanding,	 that	 occurs	

through	 interpretation	 and	 shared	 experience.	 By	 shared	 experience,	 Denzin	 means	 the	

ability	 of	 the	 researcher	 to	 project	 herself	 into	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 other;	 “if	 the	

researcher	cannot	do	this,	he	or	she	 is	sure	to	produce	only	shallow,	empty,	spurious	and	

one-sided	interpretation	and	understanding”	(1989,	p.	121).	 

    Denzin’s	 theory	 has	 numerous	 merits	 in	 advancing	 Geertz’s	 discussion	 around	 thick	

description.	In	particular,	he	brought	to	the	fore	the	question	of	the	types	of	interpretations,	

and	of	the	emotions	and	feelings	that	such	practices	involve,	suggesting	a	turn	toward	the	

centrality	of	embodiment	as	a	research	method.	However,	although	Denzin’s	works	focus	on	

new	and	performative	research	methods	and	methodology,	his	theory	continues	to	explore	

the	world	made	 of	 symbolic	meanings	 and	how	 life	 is	made	meaningful	 by	 the	meanings	

that	humans	make	 through	 interaction.	 	 Interpretations	 are	 attempts	 to	 explain	meaning;	

they	are	the	clarification	of	meaning.	They	contribute	to	the	understanding	of	human	agency	

and	meaning	as	culturally	constructed	through	social	practices	(1989,	p.	102).		

					While	acknowledging	the	important	contribution	of	the	perspectives	discussed	above,	the	

analysis	 that	will	 follow	 in	 the	next	Chapters	 is	not	solely	 interested	 in	 the	meanings	 that	

emerge	from	the	interactions	of	the	actors	interviewed.	Rather	my	analysis	is	interested	in	

unveiling	 the	 potential	 of	 events	 and	 experiences	 to	 affectively	 organise	 humans	 and	

nonhumans	in	transformative	ways.	Further,	my	aim	in	this	research	is	to	expand	the	use	of	

thick	description/interpretation	to	 the	study	of	practices:	 that	 is,	 I	 seek	 to	move	the	 focus	

from	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 static	 internal	 states	of	minds,	 its	motivations	 for	 actions	 and	 its	

drives,	 to	 the	 study	 of	 the	mind	 and	 its	 operations	 as	 preconditions	 of	 actions:	 I	wish	 to	

exclusively	examine	thought	in	action	(Vannini,	2015b,	p.	4).	It	is	possible,	then,	to	employ	

thick	description/interpretation	as	a	more	creative,	 imaginative,	and	understated	mode	of	

interpretation	that	could	fully	embrace	the	principles	of	“messiness”	and	of	“wonder”	of	the	

social	world	(Vannini,	2009,	p.286).	My	argument	essentially	revolves	around	the	possibility	

for	 thick	 description/interpretation	 to	 move	 from	 a	 preoccupation	 with	 human-made	
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meanings	toward	a	non-representational	approach	to	social	life.		

					The	desire	to	move	toward	a	non-representational	style	was	also	dictated	by	a	practical	

need	that	emerged	from	the	field.	In	fact,	as	mentioned	in	the	introduction	and	earlier	in	this	

Chapter,	 most	 of	 the	 groups	 investigated	 refuse	 representation	 and	 are	 particularly	

uncomfortable	 with	 revealing	 personal	 details	 for	 institutional	 accounts.	 The	 refusal	 of	

representation	 is	 to	 be	 interpreted	not	 only	 as	 suspicion	 toward	 the	 academic	 institution	

but	also,	and	most	importantly,	as	a	particular	political	stance	that	is	inspired	by	anarchist	

and	autonomist	principles.	These	political	philosophies	refuse	and	critique	representation.	I	

share	 with	 the	 groups	 I	 have	 worked	 with	 the	 same	 concerns	 about	 the	 risk	 for	 social	

movements’	knowledge	to	be	appropriated	for	institutional	and	commercial	purposes.	Due	

to	 sharing	 similar	 ideas	 about	 representation,	 I	 then	 began	 to	 explore	 possible	 different	

ways	of	conducting	my	analysis.	I	will	expand	on	this	methodological	point	and	explain	the	

benefits	of	non-representational	theory	for	my	research	project	in	the	next	section.	

 

Representation and Interpretation: toward a non-representational thickness  
 
Following	 from	the	discussion	above,	 I	move	now	 into	 the	elaboration	of	my	argument	

around	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 non-representational	 style	 of	 thick	 description	 that	 is	 more	

attuned	 to	 my	 analysis.	 Firstly,	 I	 will	 review	 the	 relevant	 literature	 to	 discuss	 how	 non-

representational	thickness	 is	achievable.	 I	will	 then	discuss	why	this	particular	approach	is	

the	most	appropriate	for	this	research	project.	

As	 a	 social	 constructivist	 approach,	 the	 type	 of	 thick	 description	 described	 above	 and	

elaborated	by	Geertz,	and	in	many	respects	by	Denzin,	distinguishes	between	the	world	and	

its	 meanings.	 It	 assigns	 to	 interpretation	 the	 role	 of	 discovering	 those	 meanings,	 of	

rendering	them	intelligible	by	sorting	out	the	structures	of	signification	(1975),	to	convey	a	

sense	 of	 verisimilitude	 and	 to	 explain	 and	 contextualise	 thick	meanings.	 In	 attempting	 to	

achieve	these	goals,	this	specific	style	of	thick	description	unveils	an	irreducible	tension	in	

ethnography	that	reveals	the	stilted	nature	of	ethnographers’	 interpretations,	which	relies	

on	a	symbolic	understanding	of	culture.		

Without	denying	the	existence	of	structures	that,	to	a	certain	extent,	shape	cultures	and	

actors’	behaviours,	the	task	of	the	ethnographer	is	to	avoid	reductionist	picture	of	cultural	

phenomena	by	producing	sterile	typologies.	This	is	precisely	where	the	choice	of	what	style	

of	interpretation	to	employ	makes	a	difference,	as	the	way	research	is	framed	matters	more	
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than	any	other	aspect	(Dewsbury,	2010b,	p.	333).28	Thick	description	is	a	powerful	tool	of	

narration	 as	 it	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 convey	 the	 intensity	 of	 experiences	 such	 as	 that	 of	

fieldwork	and	its	embedded	and	relational	nature.	However,	to	make	a	valid	contribution	to	

this	research	project,	certain	methodological	and	theoretical	premises	need	to	be	revisited	

through	 the	 lenses	 of	 non-representational	 theory.	 The	 search	 for	 a	 non-representational	

style	of	research	stems	from	a	concern	with	the	 issue	of	representation	and	 interpretation,	

alongside	other	issues	that	I	outlined	earlier.	The	approach	described	above	seems	to	be	too	

preoccupied	 with	 representation,	 specifically	 too	 focused	 on	 the	 structure	 of	 symbolic	

meaning,	and	the	collective	symbolic	order	by	which	its	members	make	sense	of	the	world,	

organise	 their	 experience	 and	 justify	 their	 actions.	 Hence	 the	 epistemological	 and	

methodological	 implications	that	 lead	the	research	effort	to	presumably	discover	how	this	

knowledge	is	organised	(Anderson	and	Harrison,	2010,	p.	4-5).	

Despite	the	useful	insights	this	approach	has	provided	about	the	plurality	and	arbitrary	

nature	 of	 symbolic	 orders,	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 feelings	 and	 emotions	 in	 the	

interpretations	of	encounters,	the	epistemological	assumptions	that	underpin	it	clash	with	

those	 that	 I	 have	partially	 outlined	 in	 the	previous	 sections	 of	 this	 Chapter	 and	 call	 for	 a	

relational	 type	 of	 knowledge	 production.	 It	 is	 then	 necessary	 to	move	 toward	 a	 research	

methodology	 that	 is	 driven	 more	 by	 a	 relational	 approach	 to	 the	 world,	 and	 that	 is	

interested	in	knowing	how	people	inhabit	it	in	addition	to	discovering	what	kind	of	meaning	

they	assign	to	it.	Nigel	Thrift	calls	this	approach	which	tries	to	capture	the	flows	of	everyday	

life	 and	 “follows	 the	 anti-substantialist	 ambition	 of	 philosophies	 of	 becoming	 and	

philosophies	 of	 vitalist	 intuition	 equally	 –	 and	 their	 constant	 war	 on	 frozen	 states”	 non-

representational	theory	(2008,	p.	5).		

This	 approach	 must	 not	 be	 interpreted	 as	 refusing	 representation	 per	 se,	 rather	 as	

refusing	 representation	 as	 mediations	 and	 as	 standing	 in	 for	 the	 experience	 itself.	 As	

Dewsbury	explains,	one	of	the	issues	with	representation	that	is	particularly	of	interest	as	a	

feature	 of	 thick	 description	 and	 that	 non-representational	 theory	 challenges,	 is	 the	

“attachment	 to	 the	mediated;	 [representation	 is]	 about	 words	 standing	 in	 for	 the	 world;	

more	 generally	 it	 signals	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 world	 is	 orientated	 to	 us	 via	 all	 sorts	 of	

meaning-making	 machines:	 codes,	 signs,	 rules,	 technologies,	 etc."	 (2010a,	 p.	 148).	 Such	

mediations,	Dewsbury	argues,	are	fine	if	taken	as	performative.	However,	as	language	is	not	

an	 open	 and	 innocent	 arena,	 a	 commitment	 to	 language	 and	 meaning	 needs	 to	 be	

																																																								
28	With	the	term	style	here,	I	refer	to	the	choice	of	words	and	even	of	ways	to	structure	to	text	in	order	to	convey	meaning	effectively	

and	according	to	the	aims	that	one	has	set	for	her/his	analysis.			
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questioned. 

The	focus	then	moves	from	the	realm	of	language	and	meaning	to	the	lifeworld	itself,	to	

the	actual	actions	and	interactions,	to	the	practices	of	making	of	meanings	and	signification	

which	 are	 in	 a	 material	 relation	 with	 the	 world.	 Thinking	 in	 non-representational	 terms	

allows	 the	 emphasis	 on	 the	 contingency	 of	 orders,	 opens	 up	 new	ways	 of	 thinking	 about	

difference,	divergence	and	differentiation,	and	leads	the	way	to:	

	

experiment[ing]	 with	 the	 possibility	 of	 other	 means	 of	 representing,	 thus	
creating	more	 flexible	and	 inventive	analytical	 frameworks	 for	sighting	and	
intervening	 in	 the	 worlds	 that	 come	 about.	 In	 these	 terms,	 no	 analytical	
framework,	nor	any	mode	of	discourse	or	system	of	signification,	can	fix	the	
world	and	make	 it	 graspable	and	knowable	once	and	 for	all	 (Doel,	2010,	p.	
154-155).	

	
	

Challenges	 for	 the	 ethnographer	 then	 become,	 as	 Doel	 once	 again	 reminds	 us,	 the	

following:	how	best	 can	we	bring	 the	world	 into	being	 through	our	modes	of	 registration	

and	 representational	 communication?	 How	 should	 we	 re-think	 the	 role	 of	 language	 and	

writing	 in	apprehending	and	making	sense	of	 the	singular	 logics	of	 the	world?	One	of	 the	

pivot	principles	underpinning	non-representational	 theory	 is	 that	 there	 is	no	prescription	

as	to	how	to	carry	out	the	presentation	of	this	kind	of	research,	as	a	variety	of	methods	can	

fulfil	the	task.	Despite	the	quick	turn	to	animating	knowledge	involving	videos	and	images,	

these	 are	 not	 the	 only	 ways	 to	 present	 performative	 research.	 The	 vitality	 of	 empirical	

methods	 need	 to	 be	 rediscovered,	 particularly	 because,	 as	 Dewsbury	 states:	 “[…]	 we	

academics	are	far	more	proficient	in	articulating	our	point	in	words	than	in	images”	(2010b,	

p.	 326).	 So,	 one	 first	move	may	 consist	 in	 the	 conceptual	 shift	 suggested	 by	 Nigel	 Thrift	

(2000)	 from	 participant	 observer	 to	 observant	 participant	 to	 reinforce	 the	 idea	 of	 the	

embodied	nature	of	the	epistemological	ethnographic	effort,	echoing	the	feminist	critique	of	

disembodied	 knowledge	 that	 I	 have	 previously	 drawn	 upon.	 Dewsbury	 calls	 this	 move	

“ethnographic	 exposures.”	 It	 is	 through	 such	methods	 that	 as	 academics	we	 generate	 our	

data:	a	series	of	 testimonies	to	practice	(2010b,	p.	327).	Although	representation	plays	an	

important	 role	 in	 ethnographic	 accounts,	 as	 witnesses,	 the	 focus	 of	 academic	 accounts	

moves	 from	 striving	 to	 representing	 the	 experience	 to	 acknowledging	 its	 impossibility;	

instead	 of	 concentrating	 on	 the	 cultural	 product,	 the	 non-representational	 account	

concentrates	 on	 the	 cultural	 experience	 (Dewsbury,	 2010b,	 p.	 331).	 This	 approach	 to	

ethnography	contributes	to	reconsidering	the	social	world	as	situated	within	the	materiality	
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of	the	world.	Therefore,	rather	than	seek	explanations	that	claim	to	go	beyond	what	is	being	

described,	 the	aim	of	non-representational	 ethnography	 is,	 according	 to	Latham	(2003,	p.	

1903):	“simply	to	present	descriptions	that	are	infused	with	a	certain	fidelity	to	what	they	

describe.”		

What	happens	 then	to	 the	 thickness	of	descriptions	 in	 this	account	of	methods?	 I	argue	

that	 non-representational	 thickness	 is	 precisely	 achieved	 in	 moving	 away	 from	 the	

interpretation	 and	 understanding	 of	 human-made	 meanings.	 It	 is	 achieved,	 instead,	 by	

producing	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 world	 through	 a	 richness	 of	 language	 that	 does	 not	

gesture	toward	representation	but	focuses	on	“how	life	takes	shape	and	gains	expression	in	

shared	 experiences,	 everyday	 routines,	 fleeting	 encounters,	 embodied	 movements,	

precognitive	 triggers,	 practical	 skills,	 affective	 intensities,	 enduring	 urges,	 unexceptional	

interactions	 and	 sensuous	 dispositions”	 (Lorimer,	 2005,	 p.	 84).	 Non-representational	

thickness	 is	 finally	 achieved	 in	 conveying	 something	 that	 we	 have	 experienced	 non-

linguistically,	 ironically	 through	 the	 medium	 of	 language.	 After	 all,	 as	 Dewsbury	 argues:	

“When	it	comes	to	language	and	the	event,	the	mantra	of	non-representational	theory	is	to	

experiment	in	thought	with	what	constitutes	the	world	[…]”	(2010a,	p.	157).  

As	 I	 explained	 above,	 non-representational	 theories	 became	 the	most	 appropriate	way	

for	me	to	conduct	my	analysis.	In	fact,	while	I	started	my	fieldwork	with	the	idea	of	writing	

about	some	significant	experiences	of	activism	that	 I	had	been	part	of	 (and	that,	partially,	

were	revealed	disappointing)	in	mind,	by	the	end	of	my	ethnographic	experience	I	did	not	

want	to	write	about	them	anymore.	Furthermore,	 I	became	afraid	that	by	 inscribing	these	

experiences	 in	academic	accounts,	 I	could	endanger	them	and,	 in	some	ways,	expose	their	

valuable	ideas.	So,	I	hope	that	by	shifting	the	focus	on	the	processes	rather	than	the	subjects	

I	 can,	 somehow,	 protect	 them.	 It	 is,	 however,	 important	 to	 acknowledge	 that	while	many	

authors	 have	 contributed	 to	 the	 development	 of	 non-representational	 approaches	 (as	

outlined	above),	the	theory	is	often	associated	with	scholar	Nigel	Thrift.	In	his	book	Arts	of	

the	Political	(2013),	Thrift	elaborates	on	a	possible	future	for	the	Left,	rejecting	most	anti-

capitalist	radical	theory	and	proposing	the	need	for	a	“post-capitalist”	agenda	(p.	82).	These	

ideas	suggest	that	his	work	is	antithetical	to	the	project	undertaken	in	this	thesis;	however,	

it	 is	 undeniable	 that	 non-representational	 approaches	 still	 have	 many	 affinities	 with	 the	

project	I	have	conducted.	In	fact,	in	exploring	the	possibilities	offered	by	this	methodological	

approach,	 I	 also	 began	 to	 realise	 that	 there	 exist	 many	 similarities	 between	 non-

representational	theories	and	the	political	philosophies	that	inspire	the	groups	investigated,	

anarchism	in	particular.		
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In	 fact,	 non-representational	 theories	 question	 the	 relationship	 between	 concepts	 and	

images	 and	 the	 reality	 that	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 depict.	 They	question	 representation	 as	

standing	 for:	 that	 is,	 as	 symbolising	 something	 else.	 In	 a	 similar	 way,	 the	 groups	 I	 have	

worked	with	critique	representation	as	the	idea	of	speaking	for	someone	else.	These	groups	

have	always	highlighted	that	representational	politics	cannot	adequately	understand,	adopt	

and	 understand	 the	 views	 of	 those	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 be	 speaking	 for	 (Smith,	 2015).	

Similarly,	non-representational	theories	question	the	concept	of	representation	as	standing	

for	the	doings	of	the	world.	They	shift	then	the	discussion	of	epistemology	to	the	practices	

and	 the	 relations	 of	 the	 multiple	 elements	 that	 inhabit	 the	 world.	 Thus,	 in	 exploring	

alternative	 ways	 of	 doing	 analysis,	 I	 found	 that,	 as	 Cohn	 points	 out:	 "The	 critique	 of	

representation	 appears	 simultaneously	 in	 "two	 registers"	 –	 the	 "epistemic"	 and	 the	

"political"(2006,	 p.	 12).	 Anarchism	 (and	Autonomism)	 regard	 representation	 as	 currently	

practised	in	a	political	and	governmental	mode	as	a	form	of	domination.	However,	contrary	

to	what	many	might	think,	it	is	not	simply	a	form	of	anti-representational	politics.	Instead,	it	

strikes	a	balance	between	the	claims	of	self	and	others,	that	is	more	ethically	coherent	than	

any	anti-representationalist	alternative	(Cohn,	2006,	p.	92).	

However,	 without	 going	 into	 debates	 about	 the	 meaning	 of	 representation	 and	 the	

politics	 of	 anarchism,	 it	 suffices	 here	 to	 say	 that	 non-representational	 theories	 presented	

some	affinities	with	the	principles	that	inspire	both	this	research	and	the	groups	observed,	

such	as	 the	problematisation	of	 representation.	For	 these	 reasons,	 I	believe	 it	 is	 the	most	

appropriate	 way	 to	 conduct	 my	 analysis.	 In	 fact,	 non-representational	 analysis	 invites	

researchers	 to	explore	 the	 limits	of	 representation	 in	 the	 choice	of	 experimental	 styles	of	

text	and	of	ways	of	framing	the	object	of	research.	In	the	next	section,	I	will	discuss	some	of	

the	ways	in	which	non-representational	analysis	can	be	conducted.		

	

Ideas and possibilities for a non-representational thickness 

 
Reconnecting	with	the	discussion	on	thick	description,	and	inspired	by	the	argument	for	

the	 adoption	 of	 a	 non-representational	 theory,	 I	 now	 address	 the	 issue	 of	 how	 to	 infuse	

academic	writing	with	a	non-representational	style.		

The	search	for	alternative	writing	styles	seems	to	have	been	a	quest	long	before	the	post-

modern	 and	 performative	 turn.	 As	 James	 Clifford	 discusses	 in	 his	 work	 on	 ethnographic	

surrealism,	during	the	1920s	and	1930s	in	France,	the	modern	human	sciences	had	not	lost	

contact	 with	 the	 world	 of	 literature	 and	 art	 (1981,	 p.	 539).	 They	 experimented	 against	
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positivist	 idealism	with	 alternative	 research	methods	 such	 as	 automatic	 writing,	 sensory	

derangement,	 poetic	 collage,	 dream	 narration,	 social	 application	 of	 psychoanalysis,	 new	

ways	of	engaging	in	political	conversation,	collective	construction	of	art,	and	literature	and	

social	criticism.	Of	course,	as	mentioned	above,	there	is	no	recipe	for	non-representational	

analysis,	 therefore	this	section	will	only	outline	a	series	of	possible	alternatives	 to	convey	

the	thickness	of	events.		

The	 world	 is	 a	 complex,	 unstable	 entity	 and	 the	 significant	 challenge	 that	 non-

representational	theory	poses	to	academic	writing	is	precisely	for	it	to	attempt	to	convey	its	

messiness	 and	 complexity,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 re-thinking	 about	 the	writing	 process	

itself	as	a	moment	of	creation	rather	than	fixation	of	knowledge.	Sense	is	not	found	in	the	

field	but	made	in	writing,	which	is	then	not	the	final	phase	of	the	research	but	a	way	of	doing	

and	of	thinking	(Crang,	2010,	p.	337).	Moreover,	because	the	focus	of	non-representational	

ethnography	 is	 on	 affect,	 creativity,	 vitality	 of	 the	world,	 and	 transformative	 practices,	 it	

should	not	 limit	 itself	 to	one	mode	–	writing	–	and	 two	media	–	book	and	 journal	article:	

multiple	modes	 and	 diverse	media	 of	 communication,	 genres,	 styles	 should	 be	 employed	

(Vannini,	2015).	The	possible	directions	to	take	are	multiple.	I	argue	that	the	main	criteria	

for	 choosing	 fall	 on	 the	 different	 circumstances	 and	 audiences	 that	 we	 want	 to	 address	

which	will	also	guide	our	choice	of	a	particular	jargon	or	examples	in	order	to	convey	at	the	

same	 time	a	 sense	of	 clarity	 and	 complexity.	 In	 this	particular	 case	where	 I	 am	primarily	

addressing	an	academic	audience,	I	will	mainly	employ	writing	as	a	medium	of	expression.	

This	 does	 not	 necessarily	 require	 any	 extraordinary	 effort	 toward	 sophisticated	 writing	

style;	simply,	as	Latham	puts	it	(2003,	p.	2000):		

 

[…]	 we	 should	 work	 through	 how	 we	 can	 imbue	 traditional	 research	
methodologies	 with	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 creative,	 the	 practical,	 and	 being	 with	
practice-ness	 that	 Thrift	 is	 seeking.	 Pushed	 in	 the	 appropriate	 direction,	
there	is	no	reason	why	these	methods	cannot	be	made	to	dance	a	little. 

 

 

For	authors	like	Vannini	for	instance,	this	means	a	turn	toward	performative	writing.	He	

talks	 about	 “animating”	 non-representational	 ethnographies	 with	 a	 quintessential	 non-

representational	 style	 that	 is	 one	 of	 becoming	 entangled	 in	 relations	 and	 objects,	 rather	

than	studying	their	structures	and	symbolic	meanings	(2015,	p.	320).	Therefore,	he	calls	for	

accounts	 that	 address	 specific	 issues	 such	 as	materiality,	 or	 the	 capacity	 of	 the	world	 to	

affect	us	on	the	basis	of	its	material	qualities	(of	manifesting	its	agency	relationally	through	

its	physical	features	such	as	shapes,	colours,	fragrances,	tastes),	and	corporeality:	that,	is	the	
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centrality	of	the	body	(be	it	the	researcher's	or	others')	as	the	main	instrument	of	knowing	

about	others	and	self.	Non-representational	accounts	are	interested	in	knowing	how	bodies	

affect	 the	 world	 and	 vice-versa:	 they	 are	 interested	 in	 performativity	 or	 what	 actors	 do.	

These	 can	 be	 ritualised	 performances	 but	 also	 habitual	 and	 non-habitual	 practices;	

relationality	means	that	actors	of	all	kinds	–	human	and	non-human	–	are	embedded	in	an	

ecology	of	connections,	therefore	actions	inevitably	affect	the	other:	this	goes	together	with	

sensuality	 addressing	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 sensuousness	 of	 our	 presence	 in	 the	 world.	 Non-

representational	theory	and	research	underline	the	not-necessarily	reflective	dimension	of	

experience:	vitality	refers	to	the	dimension	of	the	 liveliness	of	everyday	interaction	rather	

than	 portraying	 existence	 as	 rational	 behaviour,	 cognitive	 planning,	 and	 mechanistic	

predictability.			

For	others	like	McKian,	the	emphasis	is	on	interpretation,	defined	as	that	“mysterious	gap	

occurring	between	fieldwork	and	the	‘"final	report".	McKian	suggests	that	interpretation	is	

more	than	just	the	“analysis	of	text”,	it	is	something	that	saturates	our	entire	practice	from	

the	first	spark	of	an	idea	to	the	final	consumption	of	outputs	by	our	audiences	(2009,	p.	359-

360).	She	suggests	that	we	broaden	the	horizon	to	new	possibilities	of	narrative	strategies	

to	report	our	“findings.”	Drawing	on	Wiles	et.al	(2005)	she	envisions	the	possibility	of	using	

narrative	analysis	as	an	alternative	to	thematic	coding	and	analysis	of	interview	transcripts.	

This	method	allows	the	interpreter	to	understand	how	people	talk	as	well	as	what	they	say,	

instead	of	just	focusing	on	the	words	themselves,	which	nevertheless	would	not	reveal	any	

“true”	 meaning	 (p.	 365).	 She	 especially	 proposes	 this	 method	 for	 the	 description	 of	 the	

research	 encounter	 as	 it	 lends	 itself	 to	 a	more	 narrational	 and	 fragmentary	 presentation	

rather	than	framing	it	in	a	schematic	or	thematic	structure	(Wylie	in	McKian,	2009).		

I	see	the	use	of	this	kind	of	analysis	specifically	helpful	as	it	better	facilitates	an	account	

of	 the	mobile	nature	of	 fieldwork.	As	well,	 it	 renders	 the	relational	nature	of	 the	research	

settings	and	our	sensing	of	the	surroundings.	Following	on	the	importance	of	sensuousness	

in	 ethnographic	 research,	 Sarah	 Pink	 develops	 an	 interesting	 discussion	 around	 the	

construction	 of	 a	 sensory	 ethnographic	 text.	 Pink	 emphasises	 the	 multi-sensoriality	 of	

experience,	 perception,	 knowing	 and	 practice,	 and	 suggests	 some	 hybridisation	 of	 the	

traditional	 ethnographic	 text	 by	 borrowing	 from	 artistic	 and	 literary	 genres.	 Although	

acknowledging	 the	 importance	 of	 numerous	 media	 to	 present	 sensory	 ethnography,	 her	

discussion	revolves	mainly	around	the	possibility	to	develop	a	sensorial	type	of	writing	by	

interweaving	descriptive	and	evocative	text	and	theoretical	and	methodological	discussion	

and	 argument	 (2015,	 p.	 167).	 Of	 course,	 populating	 the	 text	 with	 images	 would	 help	
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construct	a	powerful	sensorial	text.	However,	it	is	not	always	possible	to	record	images	and	

it	 may	 sometimes	 raise	 ethical	 concerns.	 Pink	 talks	 about	 other	 ways	 of	 inscribing	

ethnographic	 text	 with	 sensorial	 experiences	 such	 as	 integrating	 them	 with	 sound	

recordings	or	even	scents	 to	emphasise	 the	olfactory	experience	of	 fieldwork.	Finally,	 she	

also	addresses	the	question	of	the	audience,	hoping	that	producing	a	sensorial	ethnographic	

text	 could	 invite	 the	 audience	 itself	 to	 become	 more	 sensory	 and	 “to	 engage	 in	 the	

empathies,	 intimacies,	 self-reflexivity,	 and	 intellectual/scholarly	 engagements	 that	 we	

would	hope	could	bring	 them	closer	 to	 imagining	and	comprehending	 the	 lives	of	others”	

(2015,	p.	186).		 	

To	conclude,	as	 the	examples	described	above	explain,	acknowledging	the	 impossibility	

of	 representation	opens	 the	doors	 to	creative	opportunities	 in	 the	hope	of	 conveying	 that	

thickness	 that	 is	achieved	precisely	 in	 the	problematic	nature	of	empirical	research.	While	

non-representational	 methodologies	 are	 extremely	 useful	 for	 analysing	 the	 ethnographic	

work	I	have	done,	as	explained	earlier,	they	too	fail	to	engage	with	some	important	issues	

that	emerge	in	the	study	of	social	phenomena.	I	will	address	this	aspect	in	the	next	section. 

	

Some notes on the politics of non-representational theory 
 
To	 conclude	 this	 Chapter,	 some	 reflections	 around	 non-representational	 theory’s	

limitations	 and	 lack	 of	 engagement	 with	 some	 specific	 issues	 need	 to	 be	 considered.	 To	

begin,	it	is	important	to	stress	the	value	of	this	corpus	of	theories,	methods,	and	approaches	

in	 moving	 the	 focus	 away	 from	 representation	 and	 meaning	 –	 which	 however	 does	 not	

entail	a	refusal	of	it	in	toto	–	as	the	pivot	of	analytical	social	science	to	a	stronger	interest	in	

processes,	practices,	materiality	of	the	world,	sensuousness,	and	transformation.	However,	

non-representational	 theory	 raises	 some	 doubts	 in	 that	 it	 falls	 short	 of	 engagement	with	

issues	 that	 are	 of	 vital	 importance	 not	 only	 for	 this	 research	 project	 but	 also	 broadly	 for	

social	science	as	a	discipline.	

First	of	all,	as	Cresswell	has	noted,	the	theory	appears	to	have	quite	a	male	imprint,	and	

this	reflects	largely	in	the	lack	of	engagement	with	issues	of	gender	and	power	(2012,	p.	30).	

Despite	 its	 valuable	 contribution	 in	 stressing	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 body	 as	 a	 tool	 of	

knowledge	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 embodiment	 and	 bodily	 experiences,	 non-

representational	 theorists	 lack	 a	 broader	 perspective	 on	 the	 specificity	 of	 the	 body	 in	

question.	Bodies,	in	fact,	are	not	just	bodies	–	they	are	political	sites	as	well.	As	such,	bodies	

are	traversed	by	contexts,	history,	stories:	they	are	racialised,	gendered,	and	sexualised.	In	
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this	 case,	 different	 bodies	 affect	 and	 experience	 in	 different	 ways,	 therefore	 the	 issue	 of	

power	that	shapes,	limits,	and	constrains	them	need	to	be	addressed.	As	Tolia-Kelly	points	

out:		 

 

A	body	can	be	 figured	as	a	collective	group	or	 indeed	as	a	singular	piece	of	
music,	 in	Deleuze’s	 interpretation,	yet	the	ways	 in	which	these	collectivities	
are	differently	capable	of	affecting	and	being	affected	because	of	their	access	
to	 social/geopolitical	 power	 and	 identifications	 through	 others	 affective	
strategies	for	‘hate’	and/or	‘love’	are	not	engaged	with	(2006,	p.	215). 

							

 

Following	 this	 observation,	 another	 aspect	 that	matters	 and	 that	 does	 not	 seem	 to	 be	

particularly	 addressed	 in	 non-representational	 theory	 is	 that	 of	 the	 subject.	 Non-

representational	 theory	 lacks	a	perspective	on	gender	and	power	as	much	as	 it	overlooks	

the	 question	 of	 the	 subject	 –	 especially	 of	 the	 group	 subject	 –	 identifiable	 through	 the	

categories	 of	 class,	 race,	 and	 gender.	 It	 does	 so	 by	 neglecting	 how	 the	 power	 of	 spatial	

politics	 is	 pivotal	 to	 the	 materialisation	 of	 particular	 geographies	 that	 reduce	 material	

encounters	 to	 those	 categories	 (Tolia-Kelly,	 p.	 215).	 Similarly,	 Cresswell	 observes,	 non-

representational	theory	shows	a	tendency	to	“level	agency	too	much”	–	a	criticism	it	shares	

with	 actor-network	 theory	 –	 and	 does	 not	 account	 for	 the	 differences	 in	 capacities	 for	

agencies	(p.	101).		

These	 three	main	 critiques	 are	 an	 attempt	 to	warn	 the	 researcher	 not	 to	 abandon	 the	

non-representational	 mission,	 but	 to	 consider	 the	 risk	 to	 run	 into	 abstract	 accounts	 of	

cultural	 practices	 that	 privilege	 an	 individualistic	 and	 universalising	 sovereign	 subject	

(Nash,	 2000,	 p.	 662).	 The	 formula	 to	 avoid	 falling	 into	 the	 trap	 of	 theoretical	 abstraction	

may	be	to	maintain	a	focus	on	practices,	materiality,	contingency,	and	performances	while	

at	the	same	time	retaining	a	sense	of	plurality,	of	power	relations,	a	continuous	engagement	

with	 historical	 contexts,	 and	 a	 detailed	 attention	 to	 the	 political,	 economic,	 and	 cultural	

dimensions	of	those	aspects.		

	

Conclusion 
 
The	 discussion	 I	 have	 developed	 in	 the	 previous	 pages	 prepares	 the	 ground	 for	 the	

analytical	 work	 that	 will	 follow	 in	 the	 next	 Chapters.	 As	 I	 read	 through	 the	 several	

paragraphs	in	which	I	have	organised	the	discussion,	I	can	retrace	the	logical	thread	that	led	

me	to	develop	my	methodological	framework	starting	from	practical	necessities	about	how	
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to	best	address	the	issues	that	I	had	encountered	in	the	field.	

Starting	with	a	description	of	the	field,	I	have	drawn	attention	to	the	aspect	of	mobility	as	

not	 only	 a	 strategy	 for	 constructing	 the	 field	 but	 also	 as	 a	 possible	 effective	 mode	 of	

unfolding	the	ethnographic	narration.	I	have	provided	an	account	of	how	I	have	entered	the	

field,	 dedicating	 particular	 attention	 to	 the	 question	 of	 access	 and	 relationality.	 This	

discussion	 remained	 the	 pivotal	 point	 of	 the	 Chapter,	 as	 what	 happened	 in	 the	 field	

provided	the	raw	material	for	the	theoretical	and	methodological	debate	that	followed.	

The	 issue	 of	 refusal	 has	 been	 explored	 and	 assessed	 not	 as	 a	 failure	 but	 as	 a	

methodological	 impediment	 that	 can	 reveal	more	 about	 the	 object	 of	 research.	 Particular	

attention	has	been	dedicated	to	the	politics	of	reflexivity,	positionality,	and	embodiment	in	

telling	the	ethnographic	story.	This	also	inspired	a	reflection	on	the	performative	nature	of	

methods	and	animated	the	critique	of	 the	 traditional	ethnographic	writing	and	the	search	

for	 a	 type	 of	 text	 and	writing	 that	 can	 better	 address	 the	 issues	 of	 power	 imbalance	 and	

authority.	

The	 discussion	 proceeded	 in	 a	 circular	mode:	 as	 I	 moved	 away	 from	 the	 thickness	 of	

description	preoccupied	with	uncovering	the	meanings	that	actors	assign	to	their	everyday	

life,	 I	 returned	 toward	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Chapter	 to	 discuss	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 non-

representational	thickness	in	the	interpretation	of	the	“findings”	of	my	ethnographic	work.	I	

also	explored	the	possibility	of	finding	a	writing	style	that	borrows	from	artistic	and	literary	

genres	to	unfold	narratives	about	practices	and	the	intricacies	of	power,	history,	and	politics	

of	everyday	life.		

In	 particular,	 I	 have	 explained	 the	 reasons	 that	 have	 led	me	 to	 choose	 this	 particular	

methodological	 approach.	 Non-representational	 approaches	 are	 the	 most	 appropriate	 to	

look	at	ways	of	becoming-common	in	the	practice	of	grassroots	political	groups	involved	in	

reclaiming	information	technology	as	a	tool	for	emancipation.	In	fact,	they	not	only	allow	to	

shift	 the	 focus	 from	 the	 subjects	 to	 their	 practices,	 but	 also	 share	 with	 the	 groups	

investigated	a	critique	of	the	idea	of	representation. 

In	closing,	I	will	now	turn	to	the	analysis	itself	and	to	the	exploration	of	the	particular	practices	in	

the	 process	 of	 becoming-common	 of	 the	 groups	 observed	 in	 the	 neoliberal	 context	 previously	

described	
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CHAPTER	THREE:	Technologies	of	making-space	
 

We	have	to	understand	that	computers	are	machines.	There	 is	no	way	to	delegate	to	
them	 the	 hard	work	 of	 organisation	 of	 human	 beings.	 Only	 the	 ‘Event’	 will	 save	 us,	
(event)	with	the	capital	letter.	The	Event	creates	strong	bonds.	It	does	things.	It	brings	
us	 together	 and	 engages	 us	 in	 the	 act	 of	 beauty	 (Geert	 Lovink,	 2016)	 (translation	
mine). 
 
 
Events	are	always	transindividual,	bringing	out	potentials	that	could	never	have	been	
arrived	at	individually	(Brian	Massumi,	2015,	p.	172). 

 
 

In	this	Chapter,	I	conduct	my	data	analysis.	I	begin	with	an	analysis	of	hackmeeting	2014.	

As	I	have	explained,	hackmeeting	2014	was	the	first	event	that	I	attended	and	where	I	had	

the	 opportunity	 to	 establish	 contacts	 and	 relationships	 that	 I	 explore	 further	 in	 the	 next	

Chapters.	This	Chapter	approaches	the	analysis	by	introducing	hackmeeting	2014	as	event	

following	Brian	Massumi	and	Erin	Manning’s	articulation	of	the	concept	(2015).	

Specifically,	 it	 looks	at	 the	potential	of	 technology	to	affect	 the	production	of	space	and	

the	 emergence	 of	 processes	 of	 becoming-common.	 This	 Chapter	 analyses	 the	 technology	

produced	 to	 resist	 the	 neoliberal	 tendency	 to	 control	 spaces	 and	 surveil	 people	 through	

technological	 means.	 It	 also	 explores	 the	 becoming	 of	 technology-supported	 spaces	 and	

communities	 that	 can	 circumvent	 corporate	 surveillance.	 It	 concludes	 that	 the	 affective	

intensities	generated	by	 the	 interaction	between	 technologies	of	 counter-surveillance	and	

collective	 bodies	 contribute	 to	 the	 process	 of	 becoming	 toward	 a	 commons-based	 society	

and	build	potential	for	collective	action.	

This	Chapter	will	look	at	the	data	collected	in	my	ethnographic	study	of	the	hackmeeting	

that	took	place	in	Bologna	at	the	social	centre	xm24	between	June	27	and	29,	2014.	It	will	

also	 incorporate	 data	 collected	 from	 interviews	 conducted	 after	 hackmeeting	 and,	where	

possible,	it	will	also	include	images	of	the	space(s)	that	I	have	visited.	This	combination	of	

visual	and	written	texts	will	be	used	to	build	the	non-representational	analysis	of	the	data	

gathered.	 Non-representational	 theory	 allowed	 me	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 atmospheres	 that	

emerged	throughout	the	event.	It	gave	me	the	chance	to	incorporate	the	nonhuman	into	the	

analysis	 of	 how	practices	 of	 becoming-common	 emerged	 from	 the	production	of	 resistant	

technology.	

The	 space	 and	 the	 performance	 of	 the	 event	 will	 also	 be	 objects	 of	 this	 analysis.	 In	

considering	 how	 the	 space	 is	 organised	 and	 how	 bodies	 are	 affected	 by	 the	 surrounding	

environment	while	 affecting	 it	 in	 return,	 the	 Chapter	will	 turn	 to	 the	 concept	 of	affect	 to	
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explain	how	atmospheres	emerge	from	the	event.		

The	 Chapter	 continues	 with	 a	 focus	 on	 technology,	 and	 specifically	 on	 the	 idea	 of	

organically	 and	 inorganically	 organised	 affects	 to	 explain	 how	 processes	 of	 becoming-

common	 emerge	 from	 the	 interactions	 between	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 capacities.	 In	

particular,	the	Chapter	will	look	at	three	projects	–	Freepto,	Tails	and	Ninux	–	and	analyse	

them	as	three	different	affective	arrangements	with	the	potential	to	enable	collective	action	

toward	a	commons-based	society.		

I	now	turn	 to	 the	analysis	of	hackmeeting	as	a	point	of	entry	 into	 the	broader	analysis	

that	follows	the	rest	of	this	thesis.		

 

The Event: hackmeeting x 11  

 

 

							 	
	

Figure	1:	Hackmeeting	2014	logo	

This	logo	is	a	zombie.	Not	a	gorilla,	nor	a	junkie	�																																																																																											 

(hackmeeting.org)	

 

Bologna,	June	28,	2014 

It’s	almost	12pm	and	it’s	hot,	the	temperature	is	above	30°C.	I	have	travelled	from	the	

cold	Southern	hemisphere	to	a	very	hot	Italian	summer.	I	am	tired	and	still	jet	lagged.	I	

walk	 to	 xm24	where	 the	11th	 hackmeeting	 is	 already	 taking	place.	On	my	way	 to	 the	

meeting	 I	 try	 to	remember	 the	way	 to	 the	social	centre,	but	my	memories	are	blurry.	

After	about	twenty	minutes	I	am	there.	I	recognise	the	graffiti.	I	am	quite	sure	this	is	the	

entrance,	but	there	 is	no	way	in	here.	 I	have	been	away	from	Bologna	for	almost	four	
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years.	“Are	you	here	for	hackmeeting?	The	entrance	is	that	way”,	someone	behind	me	

says.	I	follow	the	directions. 

There	 are	 a	 few	 stands	 selling	 t-shirts	 with	 the	 hackmeeting	 logo	 for	 10	 euros	 as	 a	

fundraiser	 for	 the	 event	 and	 others	 selling	 tickets	 for	 the	 food	 prepared	 by	 the	 self-

managed	canteen.	At	the	entrance,	a	banner	says:	NO	PHOTO/NO	VIDEO.	 

I	walk	across	the	doorway:	I	am	in.	Everywhere	there	are	laptops.	Everywhere	there	are	

people	bustling	about.			 

 

Conceptualising	 hackmeeting	 as	 event	 implies	 an	 effort	 to	 consider	 not	 only	 the	

immediacy	 and	 spontaneity	 of	 the	 actions	 emerging	 through	 the	 interaction	 of	 multiple	

actors,	 but	 also	 the	 potential	 emerging	 from	 the	 process	 itself:	 the	 potential	 for	 new	

possibilities	and	change.	I	introduce	here	the	concept	of	Event	because	it	is	very	productive	

for	this	particular	analysis.	In	fact,	 in	looking	for	the	emergence	of	processes	of	becoming-

common,	the	concept	of	Event	allows	me	to	investigate	not	the	meanings	of	their	actions	but	

the	affects	that	emerge	from	their	interactions	with	the	space	in	which	they	are	immersed.	

Hackmeeting	is	analysed	as	event	in	order	to	explore	its	potential	for	transformation,	that	is,	

the	emergence	of	new	possibilities.	

Event	 has	 become	 a	 common	 term	 for	 a	 great	 number	 of	 contemporary	 philosophers;	

however,	defining	 its	nature	 is	a	complex	 task.	For	certain	scholars,	 such	as	Alain	Badiou,	

the	event	 is	a	rarity,	a	drama,	a	shock.	It	appears	suddenly	on	the	social	scene,	bringing	to	

the	 foreground	 those	who	were	 excluded	by	 a	 social	 order	 that	 produces,	 fundamentally,	

inconsistency.	 Therefore,	 when	 the	 event	 emerges	 out	 of	 such	 conditions	 it	 is	 shocking,	

especially	for	the	mainstream,	while	also	being	powerfully	transformative	for	those	who	are	

living	it.	29		By	this	definition,	Badiou	considers	events	as	facts	such	as	May	‘68	or	the	Chinese	

Revolution	(Badiou,	2005).	Similarly,	for	Slavoj	Zizek,	the	event	 is	something	that	seems	to	

appear	for	no	particular	reason,	something	that	is	totally	disruptive	of	the	normal	status	of	

things:	“[It	 is]	something	shocking,	out	of	 joint	that	appears	to	happen	all	of	a	sudden	and	

interrupts	 the	 usual	 flow	 of	 things;	 something	 that	 emerges	 seemingly	 out	 of	 nowhere,	

without	discernible	causes,	an	appearance	without	solid	being	as	 its	 foundation”	(2014,	p.	

12-13).		

Gilles	 Deleuze,	 instead,	 conceptualises	 the	 event	 as	 a	 concentration	 of	 becoming,	 a	

concentration	of	continuity;	the	event	does	not	break	the	becoming	of	an	object	in	the	world:	

																																																								
29	The	mainstream	is	to	be	considered	as	the	norm,	that	which	reflects	what	is	done	or	accepted	by	most	people.	
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it	 is	 not	 separated	 from	what	 becomes.	However,	 events	 are	 not	 “ordinary”;	 the	 ordinary	

points,	 for	Deleuze,	are	those	where	nothing	new	happens.	Rather	events	are	singularities,	

and	 singularities	 are	 points	 of	 density,	 of	 divergence,	 “turning	 points	 and	 points	 of	

inflection;	 bottlenecks,	 knots,	 foyers,	 and	 centres;	 points	 of	 fusion,	 condensation,	 and	

boiling;	 points	 of	 tears	 and	 joy,	 sickness	 and	health,	 hope	 and	 anxiety,	 “sensitive”	 points”	

(1990,	p.	52).	While	for	Badiou	the	event	 is	what	 is	happening,	what	makes	us	“present	 in	

the	present”	(2007,	p.	39),	for	Deleuze	it	 is	a	synthesis	of	present	and	future.	To	elude	the	

present	 is,	 indeed,	 a	 specific	 characteristic	 of	 the	 event,	 as	 very	 special	 type	 of	 becoming	

(1990,	 p.	 1).	 Events	 are	 ideal	 by	 nature,	 that	 is	 the	 reason	 they	 elude	 the	 present.	 The	

present	 is	 the	 spatio-temporal	 condition	 that	 makes	 them	 happen,	 realises	 them	 as	

accidents	 (1990,	 p.	 53).	 In	 this	 section,	 I	will	 draw	on	 this	 particular	 conceptualisation	of	

Event. 

The	 aspect	 of	 temporality	 introduces	 an	 interesting	 perspective	 to	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	

nature	of	 the	event,	 as	 if	 this	determined	 its	 specific	 type.	For	 instance,	 in	her	work	Cruel	

Optimism,	 Lauren	 Berlant	 talks	 about	 “many	 genres	 of	 the	 emerging	 event	 [such	 as]	 the	

situation,	the	episode,	the	interruption,	the	aside,	the	conversation,	the	travelogue,	and	the	

happening”	 (2011,	 p.	 5).	 She	 shifts	 the	 attention	 to	 the	 process,	 to	 the	 becoming-event	 of	

something	(p.	6).	On	one	hand,	following	a	structural	view	of	the	event,	she	considers	some	

events	 as	 transformative,	 dramatic	 and	 shocking	 (as	 for	 Badiou).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	

following	 Brian	 Massumi,	 she	 looks	 at	 the	 event	 itself	 as	 creating	 specific	 conditions	 of	

possibilities:	 “[Yet]	 while	 sometimes	 situations	 organise	 into	 world-shifting	 events	 or	

threaten	the	present	with	their	devastating	latency,	mostly	they	do	not”	(2011,	p.	6).		

In	her	critique	of	the	idea	of	happiness,	 instead,	Sarah	Ahmed	discusses	a	politics	of	the	

event	oriented	toward	a	future	that	might	or	might	not	be.	The	politics	of	the	event	is,	then,	

one	of	uncertainty	rather	than	promise.	The	event	is	unknown,	the	event	is	in	the	future	of	

“the	thought	of	the	perhaps,	the	perhaps	itself”	as	Ahmed	suggests	(2010a,	p.	198).	However,	

as	mentioned	earlier,	I	refer	to	the	concept	of	event	as	elaborated	on	by	Deleuze,	and	further	

by	Massumi	and	Manning	who	also	draw	on	his	work.	In	fact,	in	considering	hackmeeting	as	

event,	the	focus	is	placed	on	the	occurrence	itself.	This	analysis	is	interested	in	the	dynamics	

and	 the	 processes	 brought	 about	 by	 the	 event	 itself	 as	 able	 to	 produce	 specific	 new	

conditions	 of	 possibility	 that	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 affect	 and	 transform	 the	 subjects	

involved.	Indeed,	as	Brian	Massumi	and	Erin	Manning	suggest	(2015,	p.	149-150):	 

 

If	 we	 begin	 with	 the	 subject,	 with	 sensuous	 perception,	 with	 subjective	
memory,	we	begin	much	 later	 in	the	account.	 [...]	This	 leads	to	consider	the	
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human	subject	as	part	of	the	Event,	as	immanent,	and	as	proto-political.	The	
Event	 is	 analysed,	 as	 creating	 an	 emerging	 ecology,	 producing	 specific	
conditions	of	possibilities,	of	which	the	human	subjects	are	part.	The	human	
is	one	amongst	the	many	experiences	of	the	Event.	

 

 

In	 looking	 at	 the	 Event	 and	 its	 dynamics,	 this	 analysis	 moves	 away	 from	 the	 finite,	

meaning-producing	 subjects.	 Instead,	 it	 looks	 at	 how	 these	 are	 co-produced	 and,	

specifically,	 at	 their	potential	 to	become	other.	 In	 fact,	 the	event	 creates	 a	 relational	 field,	

where	it	produces	itself	while	producing,	at	the	same	time	in	the	process,	new	subjects	and	

vice	versa	in	a	co-creation	of	new	conditions	and	new	subjectivities	stemming	from	the	same	

milieu.	Massumi	 refers	 to	 the	 unfolding	 itself	 of	 the	 event	as	agencement	 that	 is	 “a	 doing	

doing	 itself”	 (2015,	 p.	 157).	 He	 is	 interested	 not	 in	 the	 agency	 of	 the	 subjects	 but	 in	 the	

agency	of	the	event	itself,	in	the	doings	of	the	event	or	better,	it	the	things	that	the	event	can	

do.	 This	 perspective	 does	 not	 necessarily	 entail	 a	 shift	 away	 from	 the	 subject	 altogether.	

However,	the	subjects	and	their	agency	are	not	the	privileged	object	of	this	analysis.	Rather	

they	 are	 considered	 in	 their	 capacity	 to	 affect	 and	 be	 affected	 within	 the	 event,	 and	 to	

constitute	 themselves	 as	 new	 subjectivities	 through	 the	 interplay	 of	 the	 elements	

interacting	in	the	process.	

	

Programma	

Venerdi	27	Giugno	

	

Orario	

	

Esadecimale	 Binario	 Decimale	

	

15-16	 The	script	kiddies’	

handbook	

	

Non	 di	 solo	 2.4	

vive	 l’hacker	

(SDR,	GSM	

	

16-17	 Openstreetmap	

	

Progetto	

Anopticon	

	

	

17-18	 Jaromail	

	

Google	 Tips	 &	

Tricks	+	The	Dork	

side	of	Google	
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18-19	 Baobaxia:	 nella	

Rotta	dei	Baobab	

	

	 #migrantfiles	

	

19-20	 Crypto	genealogia	

	

Hacking	 (with)	

your	brain	

	

Via	del	Mare	Racconta	

	

20-22	 CENA	

	

CENA	

	

CENA	

	

22-23	 Rooting	Android	

	

Pimp	My	Vim	

	

Wikimedia:	

condivisione,	 comunita’,	

conflitto	

	

23-24	 	 D.I.Y.	 controller	

MIDI	con	Arduino	

	

	

00-01	 OnionMail	

	

Pure	Imagination	

	

	

	

01-02	 30	 siti	 in	 30	

minuti	

	

ArLoDe	

	

	

	

	

Sabato	28	Giugno	

	

Orario	

	

Esadecimale	 Binario	 Decimale	

	

10-11	 	 Linux	 for	

dummies	

	

Freepto	

	

11-12	 	

	

Algoritmi,	capitale	

e	automazione	del	

comune	
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12-13	 Openaccess	 vs.	

Scienza	Chiusa	

	

Bitcoin:	

Introduzione	 al	

mondo	 delle	

crittovalute	

	

Tails	

	

13-14	 PRANZO	

	

PRANZO	 PRANZO	

14-15	 	

Drone/Quadricottero	

DIY	

	

Adunanza	 per	 la	

difesa	tecnologica	

	

Netneutrality	

propaganda	

	

15-16	 Gnu/Linux	 non	

formale	

	

	

Du	 gust	 is	 megl	

che	one	

	

Snake.li	

	

16-17	

	

Caller	 ID	 Spoofing	 e	

violazione	 della	

privacy	

	

Programmare	 la	

creativita’	

	

Debian:	a	geegy	quasi-

anarchy	that	works	

	

17-18	 Rete	 delle	

Biblioteche	

Anarchice	 e	

Libertarie	

	

Grafica	 in	 salsa	

Free	

	

	

18-19	 Programming	

SmartCards	 for	 fun	

and…	

	

Libre	Mesh	

	

	

Internet	 e’	 rotta:	

colonialism	digitale	

	

19-20	 	 Mundial	Worm		

	

Colibri’	

	

20-22	 CENA	 CENA	 CENA	

22-23	 Introduzione	 al	

protocollo	 di	 routing	

OLSRd	

Openfuffa,	la	carta	

igienica	 e	 Atom	

Editor	

Racconti	 di	

sorveglianza	digitale	
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23-24	 Growing	 Knowledge	

Primes	Identifier	

	

Unbuzz	the	cloud	

	

	

00-01	 Web	Inspector	

	

D.I.Y.	 Sound	

Reinforcement	

	

Alla	 ricerca	 della	

black-op	perduta	

	

	

	

The	 program	 is	 written	 on	 a	 billboard.	 The	 original	 draft,	 available	 online,	 keeps	

changing	as	speakers	come	and	go,	run	around	helping	fix	cables,	or	get	carried	away	

in	 some	hacking.	The	billboard	 is	 all	 scribbled	by	 the	 end	of	 the	day.	Another	notice	

board	 is	 used	 to	 register	 names	 of	 volunteers	 who	 offered	 to	 help	 with	 cooking,	

cleaning,	 serving	 at	 the	 coffee	 shop	 and	 similar	 activities.	 There	 are	 three	 rooms	

equipped	 for	 the	 talks:	 Esadecimale,	 Binario,	 and	 Decimale.	 Each	 talk,	 seminar	 or	

workshop	is	allocated	one	hour;	however,	the	talks	can	vary	in	duration	and	there	is	no	

fixed	time.	I	look	at	the	billboard	to	see	where	the	talk	on	Tails	is	and	some	friends	are	

waiting	 for	me	there.	 I	am	walking	toward	the	room	Decimale,	and	I	meet	one	of	my	

friends	on	the	way,	heading	to	the	same	talk.	He	is	talking	with	one	of	the	activists	from	

the	hackmeeting	 community	 from	Bologna	about	my	research	and	my	 fieldwork.	We	

introduce	 each	 other:	 “Oh,	 here	 is	 “the	 researcher!”’	 he	 says	mockingly.	 “And	which	

collective	were	you	part	of	when	you	were	studying	here	in	Bologna?”	he	inquires.	I	try	

to	cut	the	conversation	short	and	not	reveal	too	many	of	my	political	sympathies.	We	

walk	together	toward	the	room	Decimale,	chatting	about	my	research	as	I	am	hoping	to	

arrange	a	meeting	with	him	 in	 the	 following	days.	On	our	way,	we	walk	past	 the	bar	

where	 they	are	serving	cold	and	cheap	beer.	On	 the	side	of	 the	counter	 there’s	a	 tap	

and	a	sign:	WATER	IS	FREE,	HELP	YOURSELF.	The	talk	is	about	to	start.	A	skinny,	tall	

guy	grabs	a	microphone	and	 tries	 the	audio.	He	speaks	English	with	a	strong	French	

accent.	 He	 jumps	 on	 the	 designated	 position	 where	 a	 computer	 connected	 to	 a	

projector	 is	 ready	 to	 go.	 He,	 as	 every	 other	 speaker	 contributing	 to	 this	 event,	 is	

moderator,	 technician	and	speaker	at	 the	same	time.	Nothing	 is	prepared,	everything	

seems	improvised.																	 
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Hackmeeting	is	the	annual	meeting	of	the	Italian	digital	countercultures:	that	
is,	those	communities	that	adopt	a	critical	approach	towards	the	mechanisms	
of	development	of	technology	in	our	society.	And	much	more.	We	whisper	in	
your	ear,	and	only	in	yours,	you	must	not	tell	anyone:	the	hack-it	is	only	for	
real	hackers,	or	for	those	who	want	to	manage	their	own	life	as	they	prefer	
and	know	how	to	fight	for	it.	Even	if	they	have	never	seen	a	computer	in	their	
life. 
 
Three	 days	 of	 workshops,	 games,	 parties,	 debates,	 exchanges	 of	 ideas	 and	
collective	 learning,	 to	 analyse	 together	 the	 technologies	 that	 we	 use	 daily,	
how	 they	 change	 and	 cause	 upheavals	 in	 our	 lives	 –	 real	 and	 virtual,	what	
role	we	can	play	 in	addressing	this	change	to	 liberate	 it	 from	the	control	of	
those	 who	 want	 to	 monopolise	 the	 development,	 destroying	 society	 and	
confining	us	within	increasingly	closed	virtual	spaces. 
 
The	event	 is	completely	self-managed:	there	are	no	organisers	or	users,	but	
only	participants	(hackmeeting,	2014). 

 
 
  

Hackmeeting	 offers	 a	 fluid	 environment	 where	 collective	 values	 and	 rituals	 are	

developed	that	emerge	within	and	along	with	the	event	itself.	In	terms	of	event,	this	recalls	

something	similar	to	what	Brian	Massumi	and	Erin	Manning,	talking	about	their	work	at	the	

SenseLab,	define	as	such,	as	something	capable	of	producing	new	forms	of	life:		

 

[…]	What	we	provide	 in	response	to	 these	yearnings	 isn’t	an	unconstrained	
environment.	We	often	repeat:	if	anything	goes,	nothing	will	come.	What	we	
do	 is	 set	 in	 place,	 poetico-procedurally,	 enabling	 constraints.	 These	 are	
mechanisms	 designed	 to	 set	 certain	 conditions	 in	 place	 allowing	 for	 an	
inventive	 interaction	 to	 occur	 that	 is	 something	 like	 a	 structured	
improvisation.	The	situation	 is	positively	constrained:	conditioned	 in	a	way	
that	we	hope	will	create	the	conditions	for	a	process	of	collective	expression	
to	unfold,	in	the	course	of	which	something	unexpected	might	emerge	(italic	
mine)	(2015,	p.	175).		

	

	

The	conceptualisation	of	event	reported	above	is	not	only	particularly	productive	to	think	

about	 hackmeeting,	 but	 also	 in	 tune	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 commons	 that	 I	 have	 previously	

explained	in	this	thesis.	In	fact,	 it	can	be	argued	that	the	idea	of	enabling	constraints	set	in	

place	for	the	event	to	produce	inventive	interactions	resonates	with	the	idea	of	stinting	the	

commons	to	allow	for	a	more	equitable	usage	of	resources.	In	similar	ways,	both	concepts	

seek	to	positively	limit	in	order	to	ensure	more	possibilities	for	positive	outcomes	and,	most	

importantly,	 new	 and	 alternative	 ways	 of	 becoming-common.	 As	 Massumi	 points	 out,	 “if	

anything	 goes,	 nothing	will	 come”	 (ibid.).	With	 regard	 to	 hackmeeting,	 this	 notion	 is	 also	
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particularly	useful	to	debunk	ideas	and	meanings	often	associated	with	anarchy	or	anarchist	

practices,	which	many	of	 the	 groups	 involved	 in	 hackmeeting	 identify	with.	 In	 fact,	while	

anarchy	is	normally	(but	incorrectly)	associated	with	the	meaning	without	rules,	the	literal	

translation	 is	 actually	 without	 ruler.	 There	 exist,	 indeed,	 “rules”	 in	 the	 organisation	 of	

hackmeeting	 inspired	 by	 anarchist	 principles	 and	 that	 can	 be	 conceptualised	 as	 enabling	

constraints,	as	I	will	explain	further	in	the	following	section.	

As	for	the	activities	of	the	SenseLab,	indeed,	hackmeeting	can	be	conceptualised	as	event	

because	 it	 also	 sets	 in	place	 something	 similar	 to	what	Massumi	 and	Manning	 refer	 to	 as	

enabling	constraints.	 These	 can	be	 identified	with	 a	 series	 of	 collective	 values	 and	 shared	

practices	 of	 coexistence	 that	 have	 emerged	 throughout	 the	 years.	 All	 the	 activities	

happening	 before,	 during	 and	 after	 hackmeeting	 –	 such	 as	 designing	 posters	 and	 flyers,	

organising	 the	 space,	 preparing	 the	 food,	 managing	 seminars	 and	 talks,	 coffee	 shop,	

ticketing	 –	 are	 normally	 carried	 out	 by	 volunteers	 and	 participants	 who	make	 the	 event	

happen.	 There	 is	 no	 organisational	 committee	 deciding	a	priori	who	 the	 speakers	will	 be	

and	how	the	event	will	unfold,	or	taking	charge	of	“the	organisation”	as	such.	Nevertheless,	

hackmeeting	 has	 been	 organised	 since	 1998	 and,	 throughout	 the	 years,	 it	 has	 developed	

rituals	that	serve	as	some	sort	of	mobile	structure	which	enable	the	event	to	take	shape.30	

Most	importantly,	hackmeeting	has	become	the	type	of	event	that	has	an	internal	logic	and	

develops	 itself	 through	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	 interactions	 of	 different	 elements	 such	 as	

collectives	of	people	and	technologies	in	particular	spaces.	To	quote	Massumi,	hackmeeting	

can	be	defined	as	a	“doing	that	does	itself”	(2015,	p.	157).	

The	 local	group,	 that	 is,	 the	collective	of	people	based	 in	the	city	where	hackmeeting	 is	

hosted,	that	normally	coincides	with	the	collective	managing	the	space	where	the	event	will	

take	place,	usually	take	care	of	the	logistic	aspect	of	organisation	of	the	space.	At	the	same	

time,	throughout	the	months	preceding	the	event,	local	groups	organise	what	are	commonly	

called	in	the	community	“warm-ups”.	These	are	a	variety	of	events	such	as	talks,	workshops	

and	 seminars	 that	 introduce	 the	 topics	 of	 discussion	 of	 hackmeeting,	 and	 have	 an	

educational	as	well	as	publicity	purpose	 that	aims	 to	 increase	 the	community	outreach	 in	

view	 of	 the	 main	 event.	 The	 communication	 usually	 takes	 place	 on	 alternative,	 privacy	

friendly	social	networking	platforms	such	as	a	public	mailing	list	and	an	IRC	(Internet	Relay	

Chat).	 Another	 popular	 outlet	 is	 the	 collaborative	 editing	 of	 wikis.	 These	 communication	

tools	are	used	to	discuss	and	decide	the	main	theme	of	the	meeting.	This	normally	focuses	

around	the	main	issues	of	interest	for	the	hackmeeting	community	–	such	as	new	repressive	
																																																								
30	The	first	hackmeeting	took	place	in	1998	at	the	social	center	CPA	in	Florence,	four	years	after	the	first	Italian	hackers	crackdown.	
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laws,	surveillance,	and	new	digital	 tactics	of	resistance.	These	 tools	are	also	often	used	so	

that	anonymous	users	can	propose	talks,	seminars,	workshops,	or	share	 ideas	about	what	

they	are	interested	in	and	would	like	to	learn	more	about,	in	the	hope	that	someone	else	is	

able	to	meet	their	request.		

The	actual	hackmeeting	 represents,	 indeed,	 the	pinnacle	of	a	much	 longer	 journey	 that	

normally	begins	months	before,	or	a	journey	that,	in	fact,	never	ends,	as	discussions	about	

the	 next	 hackmeeting	 usually	 begin	 in	 the	 gathering	 that	 closes	 every	 hackmeeting.	

Thinking	with	Deleuze,	hackmeeting	 could	also	be	defined	as	event	 in	 that	 it	 is	 a	point	of	

density,	 a	 condensation	 of	 continuity,	 a	 singularity	 as	 explained	 above.	 Through	 the	

interactions	of	human	subjects,	and	of	machines	and	human	subjects,	hackmeeting	as	event	

is	able	to	create	its	own	routine,	its	own	rituals,	and	to	produce	an	environment	that	accepts	

and	 enables	 different	 kinds	 of	 participation	 that	 envisage	 new	 modes	 of	 being	 and	 of	

becoming	 together.	 As	 Erin	Manning	 explains,	with	 regard	 to	 the	 SenseLab	 activities:	 “an	

event	 is	 capable	 of	 producing	mutually	 imbricated	modes	 of	 existence	 or	modes	 of	 living	

which	are	sustainable	in	ways	we	can’t	yet	imagine,	and	which	produce	new	forms	of	life”	

(2015,	p.	165-166).	 

In	this	way,	the	event	–	hackmeeting	–	can	be	understood	as	ecology	that	extends	further	

than	human	subjects:	that	is,	it	functions	as	an	ecosystem	by	developing	its	own	processes	

of	production	and	consumption,	its	own	division	of	labour,	and	even	its	own	internal	forces	

of	 reproduction	 (Finke,	 2013).	 The	 ecology	 of	 the	 event	 congeals	 in	 the	 entanglement	 of	

objects,	 humans,	machines,	practices	 and	 spaces	where	 individuals	play	a	 relatively	 small	

part.	 It	 is	 transformative.	 The	 entangled	 realities	 of	 things	 affect	 the	 becoming	 of	 new	

subjectivities.	Ultimately,	the	analysis	of	hackmeeting	as	event	and	the	conditions	it	creates	

open	a	broader	discussion	around	the	potential	of	such	processes	to	lead	to	new	processes	

of	 subjectification	 and	 to	 affect	 the	 becoming	 of	 new	 subjectivities,	 and	 particularly	

collective	 subjectivities.	 I	 argue	 that	 the	process	 of	 becoming-common	 itself	 is	 the	 spatio-

temporal	locus	of	the	emergence	of	new	possibilities.	As	Lazzarato	puts	it:		 

 

The	 Event	 does	 not	 affect	 the	 state	 of	 things	 it	 emerges	 from	without	 first	
affecting	the	subjectivities	 that	partake	and	position	 themselves	 in	 it,	 saying	
“no”.	Something	changed	in	the	life	and	society	that	interrogates	subjectivity:	
what	 happens,	 what’s	 happened,	 what	 will	 happen?	 The	 emergence	 of	 the	
Event	 produces	 instantaneous	 subjective	 change,	 new	 possibilities	 and	
conditions,	that	are	not	already	there,	prior	to	the	Event,	but	created	by	it	and	
emerging	 with	 it.	 […]	 Unstable	 and	 unbalanced,	 its	 emergence	 opens	 up	 a	
process	of	 subjectivation	and	 its	modalities	of	 existence	and	action	are	 still	
undetermined.	The	Event	 is	 an	opening,	 a	possibility	 of	 self-transformation	
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and,	consequently,	of	changing	the	socio-political	situation	(2011).	 
 

 

Like	Massumi	 and	Manning,	 Lazzarato	 considers	 how	 the	event	 itself	 is	 transformative	

and	how	it	produces	new	conditions	and	especially	new	possibilities	for	becoming.	Looking	

at	 the	 spaces,	 the	 objects,	 the	 technology,	 the	 practices	 and	 the	 bodies	 that	 emerge	

throughout	 the	event	 hackmeeting,	 I	will	 explore	 the	modes	of	existence	and	of	becoming	

that	surface	from	this	event.	Specifically,	 I	will	explore	the	relational	practices	that	appear	

around	 the	 objects	 and	 technology	 in	 the	 human	 collectivity	 and	 the	 potential	 for	

transformation	that	emerges	from	their	interactions.	

	

Performing the Event: Making the Space 

 

Xm24	 is	 a	 self-managed	 public	 space	 based	 on	 anti-fascism,	 anti-racism,	 anti-sexism.	

Fascists,	 xenophobes,	 homophobes,	 sexists	 are	 not	 welcome	 and	 will	 not	 be	 tolerated	

(hackmeeting,	2014). 

 

Spaces	 are	 conceived,	 perceived	 and	 lived	 (Lefebvre,	 1999).	 They	 are	 organised	 and	

manipulated	 according	 to	 logics	 and	 necessities,	 simultaneously	 projecting	 and	 reflecting	

the	practices	and	the	 interactions	of	 the	actors	 involved	 in	the	everyday	performance	and	

construction	of	such	spaces.	The	interplay	of	actors	as	bodies,	objects,	movements	and	time	

can	 produce	atmospheric	 environments,	 provoke	 sensorial	 experiences,	 and	 evoke	affects	

that	can	build	strong	connections	between	people,	 the	spaces	they	inhabit	and	the	objects	

that	 surround	 them	(Mckinney,	2005).	 Spaces	and	places,	 as	 two	 important	 concepts	 that	

help	 us	 understand	 discourses	 which	 frame	 the	 world	 that	 surrounds	 us,	 are	 then	

constantly	 being	 made	 through	 materially	 embedded	 practices,	 or	 through	 the	 social	

production	of	 lived	space,	or	as	a	 result	of	 inter-relational	performance	 (Massey,	1999,	p.	

246).		

The	relationality	of	spaces	and	places,	where	we	are	all	constantly	involved,	contributes	

to	their	fluid,	sometimes	ephemeral,	nature	that	renders	them	also	immediately	“political”,	

as	Doreen	Massey	suggests	(1999,	p.	246).	Space	is	relational,	meaning	it	is	not	something	

pre-existing	 that	 is	 to	 be	 filled	 but	 it	 is	 the	 relations	 and	 interactions	 “taking	 place”	 that	

animate	 and	 produce	 the	 space.	 Space	 is	 practiced,	 it	 is	 a	 doing	 as	 Judith	 Butler	 (1990)	

suggests	 in	the	case	of	gender,	 in	that	space,	as	gender	 itself,	 is	 in	 fact	performed	and	is	a	
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performance	(Rose	in	Massey,	1999,	p.	247).	Drawing	on	this	relational	conceptualisation	of	

space,	 this	 section	 will	 look	 at	 the	 importance	 of	 space/spatiality	 as	 a	 fundamental	

dimension	in	the	analysis	of	the	practices	and	subjectivities	emerging	throughout	and	with	

the	event.	 

Hackmeeting	 is	 usually	 organised	 in	 places	 that	 in	 Italy	 are	 known	 as	 “social	 centres”.	

These	are	similar	to	squats:	that	is,	they	are	spaces	occupied	for	different	purposes	such	as	

housing	as	well	as	community	support.	Since	the	late	1970s,	social	centres	in	Italy	have	been	

important	places	for	the	production	of	counterculture	and	antagonist	political	culture.	Most	

of	the	social	centres	in	Italy	are	politically	oriented	and	close	to	the	radical	political	left,	and	

of	communist,	autonomist,	or	anarchist	inspiration.	Occasionally,	hackmeeting	is	organised	

in	TAZs,	Temporary	Autonomous	Zones,	 areas	 that	 are	 temporarily	 liberated	 to	 carry	out	

activities	–	such	as	meetings,	parties,	raves	–	and	then	dissolve	and	re-form	somewhere	else	

(Bey,	 1991,	 p.	 40).	 These	 are	 spaces	 reclaimed	 by	 the	 community	 that	 can	 be	 inscribed	

within	the	broader	struggle	 to	re-appropriate	 the	commons	 that,	as	mentioned	earlier,	are	

often	under	threat	of	privatisation	or	destruction	altogether	by	neoliberal	institutions.	They	

are	 abandoned	 or	 disused	 spaces	 often	 located	 in	 working-class	 suburbs	 and	 then	 re-

inhabited	by	people	that	recover	them	and	use	them	for	the	community’s	needs.		

The	rituals	and	practices	emerging	during	the	events	and	the	everyday	interactions	that	

animate	 them	 continuously	 shape	 and	 re-design	 these	 spaces	 visually,	 acoustically,	

materially,	and	vice	versa.	They	are	made	and	constantly	remade,	and	along	with	them	the	

identities	 through	which	 lives	 are	 lived	 in	 them	 (Massey,	 1999,	 p.	 290).	 In	 fact,	 it	 can	 be	

argued	 that	 the	 space	 itself	 articulates	 and	 gives	 shape	 to	 specific	 material	 practices,	

fantasies	 and	discourses	 of	 revolts	 and	 refusals.	 Inasmuch	 as	 these	 specific	 spaces	 reflect	

and	 project	 practices,	 relations	 and	 interactions,	 they	 remain	 complex	 and	 are	 often	

incoherent	and	contradictory.	

Hackmeeting	 2014	 took	 place	 in	 Bologna,	 at	 the	 CSOA	 xm24,	which	 stands	 for	 Centro	

Sociale	 Occupato	 Autogestito	 Ex-Mercato	 24	 –	 Occupied	 Self-managed	 Social	 Centre	 Ex-

Market	24.	The	centre	was	occupied	more	than	eleven	years	ago.	Activists	recuperated	the	

disused	space	of	the	old	fruit	and	vegetable	market	that	was	once	a	centre	of	economic	and	

social	life	in	the	peripheric	district	in	Bolognina.	In	the	context	of	theorisation	of	the	space	

as	 derivative	 of	 human	 and	 non-human	 relations,	 and	 hence	 playing	 a	 crucial	 part	 in	 the	

development	of	activities,	it	is	important	to	highlight	how	the	location	of	the	space	and	the	

geographical	 position	 in	 the	 map	 of	 the	 city,	 reveals	 an	 underlying	 map	 of	 power	

relationships.	 
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The	district	Bolognina	has	been	the	first	peripheral	area	of	expansion	towards	the	north	

of	 the	city	 centre	when,	 in	 the	early	decades	of	 the	20th	 century,	 the	city	 started	 the	path	

towards	modern	industrialisation.	Most	of	the	engineering	industry	factories	were	based	in	

this	area,	and	consequently	the	Bolognina	district	constituted	the	first	residential	area	with	

a	 strong	 component	 of	 working	 class	 people.	 Nowadays,	 the	 territory	 has	 profoundly	

changed.	 The	 process	 of	 delocalisation	 of	 productive	 activities,	 started	 in	 the	 1980s,	 has	

forced	many	factories	and	activities	to	close,	and	many	industrial	buildings	are	now	inactive.	

At	the	same	time,	many	centres	of	association	such	as	branches	of	the	old	Communist	Party,	

People’s	Houses	and	 local	 centres	have	also	disappeared.	This	process	of	 re-configuration	

has	had	an	enormous	impact	on	the	identity	of	the	area	that	has	continued	to	undergo	major	

changes	under	the	pressure	of	social	emergency	intensified	by	the	massive	migrations	that	

have	occurred	in	Italy	since	the	1990s	(Zanelli,	2010,	p.	25-33).		

Today,	the	Bolognina	district	is	one	of	the	most	multi-ethnic	neighbourhoods	in	Bologna,	

with	over	8900	foreign	citizens	living	in	the	area	(Comune	di	Bologna,	2016,	p.	7)	As	a	result	

of	 these	 changes,	 the	 area	 is	 increasingly	 subjected	 to	 processes	 of	 isolation	 and	

ghettoisation,	while	at	the	same	time	being	subjected	to	a	process	of	gentrification	that	has	

brought	about	many	cases	of	“new	poverty”.31	These	mostly	consisted	in	the	construction	of	

shopping	malls	and	a	number	of	services	connected	to	the	tertiary	sector	as	well	as	an	area	

dedicated	 to	 accommodating	 a	 number	 of	 city	 council	 offices.	 In	 fact,	 as	 many	 other	

peripheral	 areas,	 the	 Bolognina	 district	 has	 been	 the	 object	 of	 attention	 by	 the	 council	

administration	regarding	the	so-called	works	of	requalification	and	“valorising.”	As	in	many	

other	cases,	the	urban	plan	of	requalification	adopted	by	the	town	administration	opted	for	

a	model	based	on	a	commercial	transformation	of	the	area,	what	seems	to	be	the	only	viable	

way	that	many	council	administrations	have	found	to	requalify	peripheral	areas	(and	that,	

in	fact,	has	further	contributed	to	the	eradication	of	identity	of	the	neighbourhood).				
 

I’m	walking	toward	xm24.	A	 friend	told	me	the	 fastest	way	to	reach	 it	 is	 through	the	

train	 station.	 I	 can’t	 really	 recall	how;	 it’s	 impressive	how	 things	have	changed.	 I	 get	

lost	a	few	times	before	I	find	the	exit	to	via	de’	Carracci.	Since	2005,	as	a	result	of	the	

plan	 of	 requalification	 of	 the	 area	 Navile-Bolognina,	 the	 central	 station	 has	 looked	

different	day	after	day,	year	after	year.	The	construction	works	for	the	redesigning	of	

																																																								
31	More	in	Scandurra	G.	(n.d)	Periferie:	al	di	fuori	delle	Mura	di	Bologna	retrieved	from:	planum.net/download/giuseppe_scandurra-

pdf	and	Scandurra,	G.	(2016)	Cosa	sara’	della	Bolognina?	Territori	in	Trasformazione,	Roma:	Franco	Angeli.	
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the	 station	 have	 seen	 the	 demolition,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 2005,	 of	 the	 nocturnal	 refuge	

Massimo	Zaccarelli	known	as	the	“Carracci”,	where	many	homeless	people	used	to	find	

shelter	especially	during	cold	winter	nights.32	In	 its	place	are	high-speed	 train	 tracks	

and	the	central	train	station	now	has	direct	access	to	via	de’	Carracci.	I	exit	the	station	

on	this	long	road,	and	turn	on	the	right	after	a	few	hundred	metres,	on	via	Fioravanti.	I	

walk	 past	 the	 new	buildings	 of	 the	 city	 council,	 and	 after	 a	 few	minutes	 I	 am	 at	 the	

number	24	where	the	Ex-Mercato	is	located.			

 

 
Figure	2:	Map	of	Bolognina	

 
																																																								

32	More	in	Scandurra,	G.	(2005)	Tutti	a	Casa.	Il	Carracci:	un’etnografia	dei	senza	fissa	dimora	a	Bologna,	Rimini:	Guaraldi. 
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The	 empty	 space	 of	what	was	 once	 the	 fruit	 and	 vegetable	market	was	 occupied	 by	 a	

group	of	 activists	 in	 the	 early	2000s.	The	 spirit	 of	 the	market	 as	 a	 place	 of	 sociality,	 as	 a	

public	space	where	all	sorts	of	talks	and	negotiations	would	“take	place”,	is	maintained	and	

favoured	by	 the	 architecture	of	 the	 space:	 under	 the	 canopy	 that	 covers	part	 of	 the	 large	

square	that	extends	in	the	front	of	the	building;	the	space	is	organised	in	cubicles	where	the	

sellers	used	to	store	their	products.	 

 

 
Figure	3:	Space	of	xm24	(Github,	n.d.)	

	

Nowadays,	each	cubicle	has	a	new	use	and	is	dedicated	to	a	different	project	or	collective:	

from	a	bicycle	workshop	to	an	association	of	critical	gardening,	from	the	project	of	counter-

information	 –	 InfoShoCK	 –	 to	 feminist	 and	 queer	 collectives,	 from	 a	 popular	 gym	 –	

Palestrina	 Libera	 –	 to	 the	 market	 of	 biological	 products	 on	 Thursdays,	 from	 an	 Italian	

language	school	for	migrants	to	the	hacklab	–	HacklabBo	–	and	many	other	activities	(ECN,	

n.d.).		

For	hackmeeting,	three	of	the	larger	rooms	are	temporarily	designated	for	the	talks	and	

equipped	with	 the	necessary	 technology.	Xm24	 is	a	space	 that	attracts	a	diverse	audience	

and	 changes	 atmosphere	 and	 design	 according	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 community.33	In	 the	

context	of	the	Bolognina	district,	as	discussed	above,	this	space	offers	to	many	residents	in	

																																																								
33	For	more	 stories	 about	 Xm24	 see:	 D’Onofrio	 S.,	 Monteverdi	 V.	 (2011)	Berretta	Rossa:	 Storie	 di	 Bologna	 attraverso	 i	 Centri	 Sociali,	

Edizioni	Pendragon,	Bologna. 
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the	neighbourhood	a	place	 for	 revitalising	sociality	and	exchanging	 ideas	and	practices	of	

life	in	a	shared	space.			

 

As	much	as	 the	concrete	structure	 is	 fixed,	 the	spatial	experience	 is	perceived	as	 fluid.	

People,	animals,	and	objects	inhabit	the	space	freely	and	untidily,	generating	flows	and	

rhythms	 of	 continuous	 activity	 that	 pervade	 the	 atmosphere.	 Walking	 across	 the	

doorway	 into	 the	 large	 open	 space	 covered	 by	 the	 canopy,	 I	 am	 entering	 the	

hackmeeting	space	knowing	my	eyes	and	my	memory	are	the	only	tools	I	have	to	record	

the	event.	An	atmosphere	of	collaboration	and	suspicion	is	palpable:	no	photos	or	videos	

are	allowed	and	I	prefer	 to	 furtively	scribble	some	impressions	on	my	notebook	while	

I’m	taking	notes	of	the	talks	that	I	am	attending,	so	not	to	attract	too	much	attention.	A	

female	voice	at	the	microphone	is	warning:	IF	YOU	SEE	SOMEBODY	FILMING,	PLEASE	

DON’T	FREAK	OUT!	IT’S	FOR	OUR	ARCHIVE,	DON’T	BE	PARANOID!	 

I	reflect	on	how	the	political	project	and	stance	of	resisting	and	attempting	to	neutralise	

surveillance	–	that	is	the	crux	of	many	subjects	involved	in	hackmeeting	–	is	materially	

practiced	within	 the	 space:	what	 are	 the	 techniques	 and	 tactics	 that	 are	 put	 in	 place?	

What	 corporeal	 stances	 are	 produced?	 How	 are	 interactions	 performed?	 How	 is	 the	

design	of	the	space	contributing	to	create	a	safe	space?	And	ultimately,	is	the	fluidity	and	

complexity	of	the	space	compromising	the	desire,	or	even	the	fantasy,	of	a	safe	space	far	

from	the	unwanted	camera	lens?	 

			 
Between	 the	 walls	 of	 xm24	 a	 space	 of	 privacy	 and	 of	 secrecy	 is	 fabricated	 for	

hackmeeting	which	 is	 constantly	performed	 through	 the	 interaction	of	different	elements.	

Beyond	 the	 gate,	 the	 space	 is	 pervaded	 by	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 paranoia,	 palpable	 and	

contagious.	 Issues	of	 surveillance	and	control	are	not	only	 the	main	 topic	of	discussion	of	

many	talks	presented	at	hackmeeting,	but	also	the	concern	of	many	participants.	The	space	

is	perceived	as	 if	 composed	of	different	 layers,	as	 if	different	 rhythms	 interweave:	 in	 fact,	

there	is	a	sense	of	fluidity,	collaboration	and	vibrating	doing	thanks	to	a	continuous	coming	

and	 going	 of	 people	 happily	 and	 nervously	 moving	 from	 room	 to	 room,	 juggling	 among	

wires	to	 fix	technical	problems.	At	the	same	time,	 there	 is	a	 feeling	of	 tension	and	anxiety	

with	 some	 static	 groups	 clustered	 around	 laptops	 at	 large	 tables	 that	 occupy	 part	 of	 the	

large	square	covered	by	the	canopy.		

The	banner	reminding	to	be	respectful	of	the	privacy	of	the	people	attending	the	event,	

the	 frequent	warnings	 at	 the	microphone	 about	 the	possibility	 of	maybe	being	 filmed	 for	
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archive	purposes	that	would	remain	within	the	safe	circle	of	 the	hackmeeting	community,	

contribute	to	the	transmission	of	affect	that	the	space	itself	energetically	projects,	producing	

a	 certain	 atmosphere	 of	 fluctuating	 moods	 as	 well	 as	 bodily	 responses,	 almost	

imperceptible.	 These	 pulsating	 rhythms	 of	 the	 gathering	 spatially	 generates	 affects	 while	

having,	 at	 the	 same	 time	 and	 to	 various	 degrees,	 material	 and	 physical	 effects	 that	 are	

perceived	 through	 the	 interaction	 with	 people	 and	 the	 environment	 and	 have	 a	

physiological	impact	(Brennan,	2004,	p.	1-3).		

The	interactions	between	people	are	infiltrated	by	various	degrees	of	suspicion:	there	is	a	

general	 tendency	to	group	with	 familiar	 faces.	Pieces	of	hardware	that	populate	the	space	

represent	an	easy	way	out	from	unwanted	interactions.	Nicknames	rather	than	names	are	

used	 to	 address	 people.	 It	 is	 as	 if	 the	 energetic	 affects	 of	 people	 are	 released	 in	 the	

environment	and	enter	others	 (Brennan,	2004,	p.	8).	This	particular	kind	of	 space	 is	 then	

constantly	 generating	 itself	 by	 producing	 always	 new	 kinds	 of	 interactions	 that	 engage	

every	 element	 in	 the	 space.	 Things,	 machines	 especially,	 the	 pieces	 of	 hardware,	 the	

technology	 is	heavily	present	 in	 the	space,	and	 it	 is	 the	object	of	 constant	 interaction	and	

discussion.	The	type	of	technology	used	in	this	particular	event	specifically	to	resist	control	

and	 surveillance	 contributes	 to	 the	performance	of	 a	 safe	 space	 and	provides	mental	 and	

physical	 resources	 to	 allow	 bodies	 to	 be	 in	 this	 environment,	 to	 experience	 the	 event,	 as	

Nigel	Thrift	puts	it:	 

 

[objects]	 add	 to	what	 and	 how	 the	 body	 can	 experience,	 they	 have	 their	 own	
agency,	 an	ability	 to	move	bodies	 in	particular	ways.	 [...]	 things	 redefine	what	
counts	as	vulnerable.	One	of	the	key	moments	of	affect	is	therefore	an	ability	to	
produce	affectively	controllable	worlds	(2008,	p.	239). 

 

 

This	 idea	of	containment	 in	a	safe	space,	a	space	of	privacy	and	secrecy	 is,	however,	 in	

contrast	 to	 the	 impossibility	 of	 actually	 controlling	 it.	 In	 fact,	 despite	 all	 the	 precautions	

taken	to	make	sure	that	the	space	 is	as	safe	as	possible,	 there	 is	no	way	to	know	whether	

these	 have	 been	 completely	 effective.34	After	 all,	 hackmeeting	 is	 an	 event	 open	 to	 the	

general	public.	The	desire	 to	believe	 that	 the	space	of	xm24,	 reclaimed	and	 liberated,	 is	a	

space	 of	 privacy	 and	 secrecy	 hosting	 an	 event	 that,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 can	 be	 open	 to	 the	

																																																								
34	For	 instance,	 there	 have	 been	many	 discussions,	 following	 hackmeeting,	 on	 the	 hackmeeting	mailing	 list	 about	 the	 numerous	

photos	that	circulated	on	the	web	and	on	some	newspapers	in	the	following	days,	and	that	were	of	uncertain	origin.		
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public	 brings	 to	 light	 the	 contradictory	 nature	 of	 such	 an	 experience.35	Nevertheless,	 the	

paradox	of	this	experience	is	productive	in	that	it	renders	the	complexity	of	multiple	levels	

that	 have	 different	 logics	 and	 different	 temporal	 organisation	 (Massumi,	 2002,	 p.	 33).	

Hackmeeting	is	felt	as	a	site	where	affects	“cook”,	to	use	an	expression	by	Nigel	Thrift	(2008,	

p.	 239),	 and	 are	 inorganically	 organised	 and	 embodied	 in	 actual	 things,	 spaces,	 humans,	

relations,	technology	and	processes.	

In	fact,	hackmeeting	is	also	a	fluid	environment,	and	most	importantly,	it	is	a	place	where	

the	cultivation	of	collective	alternative	values	 is	experimented	with.	Therefore,	 it	 is	also	a	

space	that	seeks	to	oppose	the	neoliberal	tendency	to	enforce	borders,	enclose	spaces,	and	

establish	 mechanisms	 to	 control	 them.	 As	 mentioned	 above,	 hackmeeting	 enables	

constraints	that	help	to	facilitate	the	unfolding	of	the	event	but	do	not	determine	it.	There	is,	

then,	a	dimension	of	trust	that	the	participants	of	the	event	share	in	that	the	same	concerns	

about	privacy	and	surveillance	as	the	hackmeeting	community	are	held	by	many.	Trust	can	

also	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	 affect	 that	 emerges	 from	 interacting	 with	 particular	 objects	

(technologies	of	counter-surveillance,	for	instance)	that	embody	values	that	are	shared	in	a	

trusted	 space	 (the	 social	 centre)	 by	 the	 broader	 hacktivist	 collectivity.36	The	 presence	 of	

technology	 of	 counter-surveillance	 then,	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 modulating	 the	 public’s	

anxiety.	 Within	 the	 walls	 of	 xm24,	 indeed,	 the	 public	 affective	 state	 is	 generally	 one	 of	

discomfort	that	can	be	perceived	from	the	defensive	reflex-response	when	I	try	to	engage	in	

conversation	 with	 people	 I	 do	 not	 know.	 Bodies’	 responses	 manifest	 themselves	 into	 a	

certain	level	of	irritability.	The	audience	falls	into	affective	attunement.	This	does	not	imply	

that	people	act	in	the	same	way	but	that	bodies	react	in	unison	without	necessarily	acting	

alike	(Massumi,	2005,	p.	32).		

In	accounting	for	a	definition	of	affect	and	how	this	theoretical	concept	contributes	to	one	

among	many	other	possible	interpretations	of	the	political	significance	of	hackmeeting,	the	

next	sections	will	continue	to	expand	on	the	aspect	of	becoming-common,	the	thread	of	this	

thesis,	by	looking	at	the	aspect	of	technology.	Affects	are	the	main	focus	of	the	event	and	the	

following	sections	will	closely	examine	how,	by	interacting	with	technology,	they	contribute	

to	build	those	moments	of	coordination	and	forms	of	solidarity	and	mutuality	that	Lazzarato	

calls	becoming-common	(2008). 

 

																																																								
35	I	use	the	concept	of	privacy	here	not	in	its	liberal	connotation	of	objective	normative	right	or	a	moral	value.	Rather,	in	considering	

the	 conditions	 of	 modern	 capitalist	 society,	 I	 use	 privacy	 as	 a	 concept	 that	 reclaims	 as	 desirable	 a	 certain	 level	 of	 protection	 for	

consumers	and	citizens	from	corporate	and	institutional	surveillance.	(Fuchs,	2011a)	 
36	I	will	return	on	the	concept	of	trust	in	Chapter	5	in	this	thesis.		
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Hackmeeting	 has	 attracted	 a	 good	 turnout.	 The	 place	 is	 swarming	with	 people,	 dogs,	

kids,	wires.	 I	 take	advantage	of	 some	of	 the	breaks	between	 talks	 to	 chat	with	 friends	

and	other	participants,	 and	 to	approach	possible	participants	 for	my	research.	Certain	

hours	of	the	day	are	incredibly	hot	and	I	try	to	find	shelter	from	the	oppressive	crowd	

walking	around	the	space	to	enjoy	some	cool	air.	 

A	number	of	volunteers	are	in	charge	of	the	food:	a	second	noticeboard	is	available	for	

anyone	 interested	 in	 volunteering	 to	 help	 in	 the	 kitchen.	 Five	 euros	meal	 tickets	 are	

available	to	buy	from	the	stand	at	the	entrance.	The	food	is	entirely	vegan,	a	sign	at	the	

top	of	the	kitchen	says:	KILL	CAPITALISM	NOT	ANIMALS.	 

On	the	side	wall	of	the	space	is	Blu’s	mural.	Blu	is	a	popular	Italian	street	artist	whose	

works	 can	be	admired	 in	many	areas	of	 the	 city,	many	of	which	–	 this	one	 included	–	

have	 just	 recently	 been	 erased	 by	 the	 artist	 himself.	 In	 fact,	 as	 a	 reaction	 and	 act	 of	

protest	 against	 the	 art	 exhibition	 Street	Art.	Banksy	&	Co	 that	 has	 appropriated	many	

murals,	 pulling	 them	off	 the	walls	 of	 the	 city	with	 the	 excuse	 of	 preserving	 them,	 the	

artist	responded	by	erasing	many	of	his	own	works	of	art	with	the	help	of	some	activists	

of	the	social	centres	that	he	had	painted	(Wu	Ming,	2016).		

 

 
Figure	4:	Xm24,	ecco	la	quadratura	della	rotonda	(Zic,	2013)	
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Figure	5:	Blu	New	Mural	in	Bologna,	Italy	(streetartnews,	2013)	

	

The	 large	 square	 that	 opens	 in	 front	 of	 the	building	has	 been	designated	 as	 a	 camping	

area.	 Participants	 are	 allowed	 to	 camp	 for	 five	 euros	per	night	with	 their	 campers	 and	

tents.	The	proceeds	of	 the	activities	during	 the	 three	days	–	camping	area,	 canteen	and	

bar,	t-shirts	sale	–	are	destined	to	funding	the	event	and	to	groups	and	activities	relevant	

to	the	hackmeeting	community. 

 
Logics of relation: Affects, Surveillance, Technology 
 
As	 clarified	 in	 the	 paragraphs	 above,	 this	 analysis	 aims	 at	 shifting	 the	 focus	 from	 the	

object(s)	 or	 the	 subject(s)	 of	 the	 research	 to	 the	 processes	 that	 generate	 them	 and	 vice	

versa.	 In	 this	 way,	 they	 are	 considered	 as	 derivative	 of	 those	 processes	 that	 unfold	

throughout	 the	 Event,	 and	 as	 having	 a	 processual	 nature	 themselves,	 rather	 than	

disregarding	them	altogether.	As	Brian	Massumi	argues	(2009,	p.	6-8):	 

 

This	does	not	mean	neglecting	the	subject	and	the	object	within	the	analysis.	
Nevertheless,	 it	 means	 a	 renewed	 awareness	 that	 the	 world	 is	 not	 an	
aggregate	of	objects,	and	that	the	reality	of	the	world	exceeds	that	of	objects.	
Objects	 are	 derivative	 of	 processes.	 [...]	 Likewise,	 the	 “subjective”	 is	 not	
something	 pre-existing	 to	which	 an	 event	 occurs:	 it	 is	 the	 self-occurring	 of	
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the	event.	There	is	no	subject	separate	from	the	event.	
	
 

The	focus	of	this	type	of	analysis	then	lies	within	the	pre-subjective	and	pre-objective.	It	

does	not	seek	to	understand	what	subjects	and	objects	emerge	from	the	event,	but	how	they	

emerge	from	the	encounters.	Similarly,	my	analysis	is	not	interested	in	explaining	what	type	

of	commons	will	emerge	from	the	encounter	between	subjects	and	technological	objects,	but	

how	they	emerge	and	in	their	potential	to	emerge.	This	is	the	most	important	question	for	

this	 thesis	 because	 it	 is	 in	 the	 how	 that	 the	 moments	 of	 becoming-common	 create	 new	

possibilities	 for	 alternative	 futures	 to	 emerge.	 For	 these	 reasons,	 this	 analysis	 seeks	 to	

account	 for	 processes	 of	 becoming-common	 rather	 than	 explain	 what	 a	 technology-

supported	common	could	look	like.	It	is	then	crucial	to	look	at	how	these	processes	happen	

and	what	makes	them	happen.	 

In	 the	 previous	 section,	 I	 introduced	 the	 concept	 of	 affect	 in	 arguing	 that	 space	 and	

spatiality	are	not	fixed	elements	but	are	derivative	of	human	and	non-human	relations	that	

affect	their	nature	while	being	affected	in	return.	In	this	section,	I	will	look	at	the	concept	of	

affect	 further	 to	 clarify	 its	 importance	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 processes	 of	 becoming-common	

considered	and	the	processual	nature	of	objects	–	i.e.	technology. 

What	is	affect?	It	is	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	to	define	affect	as	a	defined	object,	as	if	it	

were	a	thing.	Rather	affects	are	to	be	described	in	terms	of	forces	or	 intensities,	and	so	as	

happening	 or	 emerging	 within	 and	 from	 relations,	 passing	 through	 bodies	 (human	 and	

nonhuman),	resonating	in	material	processes	and	sticking	to	them.	In	the	words	of	Baruch	

Spinoza,	whose	work	on	affects	has	inspired	directly	or	indirectly	the	diverse	approaches	to	

the	concept,	they	are: 

 

[...]	 states	 of	 a	 body	 by	which	 its	 power	 of	 acting	 is	 increased	 or	 lessened,	
helped	or	hindered,	and	also	the	ideas	of	these	states.	Thus,	if	we	can	be	the	
adequate	cause	of	any	of	these	states,	the	affect	 in	question	is	what	I	call	an	
“action”;	otherwise	it	is	a	“passion”.37 

 

However,	 rather	 than	 just	 defining	 their	 nature,	 it	 might	 as	 well	 be	 useful	 to	 look	 at	

affects	 in	 terms	of	what	 they	 are	 good	 for,	 as	Michael	Hardt	 suggests	 (2007,	p.	 X).	Affects	

offer	a	complex	view	of	material	processes.	Looking	at	the	data	collected	through	the	lens	of	

affects	means	considering	 the	capacity	or	potential	of	bodies	 to	act	and	 to	be	acted	upon,	

that	is,	to	affect	and	be	affected.	Affects	emerge	in	the	happenings,	they	can	be	thought	of	as	
																																																								
37	For	a	broader	discussion	on	 the	 several	 approaches	 to	affects	 see	Thrift,	N.	 (2008)	Non-Representational	Theory:	Space,	Politics,	

Affect,	London:	Routledge	and	Seigworth,	G.	J.	&	Gregg,	M.	(2010)	The	Affect	Theory	Reader,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.		
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forces	 that	 develop	within	 relations,	 following	 rhythms	 and	modalities	 of	 such	 events	 or	

encounters.	They	reverberate	throughout	matter	of	virtually	any	and	every	sort,	as	Massumi	

puts	it,	they	are	“pre-personal	intensity	corresponding	to	the	passage	from	one	experiential	

state	of	 the	body	 to	another	and	 implying	an	augmentation	and	diminution	 in	 that	body’s	

capacity	 to	 act”	 (2014,	 p.	 XV).	 Here	 lies	 the	 capacity	 of	 such	 forces	 to	 extend	 further	 to	

nonhuman,	 inorganic,	non-living,	 incorporeal	matter	(Seigworth	and	Gregg,	2010,	p.	2).	 In	

order	 to	 explain	 these	 points	 further,	 I	 will	 now	 elaborate	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 affects	 by	

looking	at	some	of	the	technologies	presented	at	hackmeeting.	

	

Spotlight: Freepto and Tails 

	

The	hackmeeting	program	contains	a	variety	of	talks	that	mainly	focus	on	an	alternative	

use	 of	 technology.	 Many	 of	 the	 talks	 focus	 on	 the	 risks	 and	 the	 potential	 threats	 of	

surveillance	 technology.	 One	 of	 the	 main	 concerns	 of	 the	 speakers	 –	 as	 well	 as	 the	

audience	–	is	the	repression	that	is	conducted	through	digital	technology.		

Many	 of	 the	 projects	 that	 are	 presented	 at	 hackmeeting	 focus	 extensively	 on	 the	

elaboration	of	technologies	that	can	help	protect	privacy	and	anonymity	of	users	online.	

I	am	mainly	interested	in	two	projects,	so	I	try	to	attend	the	talks	and	get	in	touch	with	

the	software	developers	to	understand	the	reasons	and	the	relevance	of	such	tools	in	the	

current	socio-political	context.	The	two	projects	are	Freepto	and	Tails.		

	

Much	 of	 the	 work	 and	 research	 that	 groups	 affiliated	 with	 hackmeeting	 conduct	 on	

technology	 is	 sparked	 by	 the	 necessity	 to	 resist	 and	 fight	 back	 state,	 and	 corporate,	

surveillance.	Their	work	can	be	situated	within	the	broader	critique	of	the	neoliberal	system	

as	 they	 investigate	 the	 relationship	 between	 neoliberal	 politics	 and	 surveillance.	 The	

assumption	underlying	their	critique	is	that	a	society	hierarchically	organised	and	based	on	

a	 capitalist	mode	of	 production	will	 develop	 technologies	 that	 help	 secure	 the	 status	 quo	

and	 neutralise	 any	 potential	 challenge.	 In	 such	 a	 society,	 technics	 and	 technologies	 will	

inevitably	be	used	for	state	and	corporate	surveillance	whatever	their	other	uses	might	be	

(Lyon,	2003).		

Surveillance	does	not	consist,	or	at	least	not	only,	in	the	collection	and	processing	of	data	

but	it	is	a	form	of	domination	and	control	perpetrated	by	neoliberal	institutions	for	the	sake	

of	exploitation	and	profit.	Surveillance	is	here	considered	as	a	negative	concept,	as	Christian	
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Fuchs	defines	it: 

 

In	 a	 negative	 theory,	 surveillance	 is	 a	 negative	 concept	 that	 is	 inherently	
linked	to	information	gathering	for	the	purpose	of	domination,	violence,	and	
coercion	 and	 thereby	 at	 the	 same	 time	 accuses	 such	 states	 of	 society	 and	
makes	 political	 demands	 for	 a	 participatory,	 co-operative	 modes	 of	
production	and	ownership	to	replace	classes	and	the	exploitation	of	surplus	
value,	but	also	a	society	where	care	and	solidarity	–	in	one	word:	democratic	
socialism	–	substitute	surveillance	(2011b,	p.	114).	

 

	 
This	 specific	 kind	 of	 power	 is	 insidious,	 invisible	 and	 secret,	 making	 it	 all	 the	 more	

difficult	 to	 investigate	 and	 challenge	 (Fuchs,	 2014,	 p.	 7).	 The	 affective	 dimension	 of	

surveillance	 is	of	particular	 interest	 for	this	Chapter.	 I	argue	that,	 in	the	particular	case	of	

hackmeeting,	 surveillance	 can	 materialise	 in	 affective	 intensities	 that	 move	 bodies	 into	

action.	In	fact,	even	if	at	hackmeeting	the	effects	of	surveillance	are	not	directly	experienced,	

surveillance	materialises	as	real	because	it	 is	felt	 to	be	real.	The	invisibility	of	surveillance	

contributes	to	its	affective	manifestations,	as	I	have	previously	explained	in	elaborating	on	

the	 way	 space	 is	 performed.	 While	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 locate	 surveillance,	 its	 potential	

presence	 triggers	 bodies	 into	 actions.	 As	 a	 form	 of	 soft	 control,	 surveillance	 can	 affect	

people	to	change	their	behaviours,	and	to	develop	adaptive	practices,	or,	ways	of	doing	and	

being	that	are	exercised	without	thinking	or	explanation	but	which	dictate	many	of	the	ways	

in	which	people	relate	to	technology	(Tironi	and	Palacios,	2016,	p.	44).	It	can	materialise	in	

the	 production	 of	 distrust	 toward	 technology	 as	 the	 embodiment	 of	 the	 relationships	 of	

subordination	between	those	who	survey	and	those	who	are	surveyed.	At	the	same	time,	it	

can	 also	materialise	 in	 the	 fetishism	 of	 technology	 and	 be	 used	 as	 a	 tool	 to	 replicate	 the	

same	 relationship	 of	 surveying/surveyed	 by,	 for	 instance,	 developing	 the	 practice	 of	

recording	 with	 mobile	 technology	 events	 where	 one	 is	 participating.38	Further,	 it	 can	

materialise	 in	 the	 practice	 of	 self-surveillance,	 that	 is,	 of	 gaining	 self-knowledge	 by	

producing	data	about	oneself	through	quantifying	apps	as	well.39	

In	 the	 case	 of	 hackmeeting,	 I	 argue	 that	 the	 actual	 reality	 of	 surveillance	 can	 be	

interpreted	as	affective	 in	that	it	manifests	in	the	felt	reality	of	paranoia,	fear,	distrust	that	

characterises	bodies’	disposition	toward	action.	Bodies	are	irritable	and	stressed,	people	are	
																																																								
38	On	 the	 concept	 of	 sousveillance	 see	 Mann,	 S.	 Nolan,	 J.	 &	 Wellman,	 B.	 (2003)	 Sousveillance:	 Inventing	 and	 Using	 Wearable	

Computing	Devices,	in	Surveillance	&	Society	1(3).	
39	See	Nicholls,	B.	(2016)	Everyday	Modulation:	Dataism,	Health	Apps,	and	the	Production	of	Self-Knowledge	in	Randell-Moon,	H.	&	

Tippet,	R.	(eds.)	Security,	Race,	Biopower:	Essays	on	Technology	and	Corporeality,	(pp.	101-120)	London:	Palgrave.		
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easily	annoyed	by	small	 talk.	They	are	unsettled,	always	on	the	alert.	However,	 this	 is	not	

the	only	way	that	the	felt	reality	of	surveillance	mobilises	the	affective	intensities	of	anguish	

and	 paranoia.	 There	 are	 promising	 glimpses	 of	 spontaneity.	 In	 fact,	 different	 bodily	

dispositions	 appear	 to	 emerge	 throughout	 the	 event	 in	 the	 presence	 of	 particular	

technological	objects	that	can	be	interpreted	as	embodying	the	hope	to	evade	surveillance.	

Among	 these	 are	 Freepto	 and	 Tails.	 Bodies	 relax	 and	 the	 audience	 listens	 in	 religious	

silence.		

The	 circulation	 of	 hope	 that	 congeals	 in	 the	 technical	 objects	mentioned	 animates	 the	

audience	 and,	 in	 augmenting	 the	 potential	 for	 action,	 it	 enacts	 processes	 of	 becoming-

common.	 In	 fact,	 these	 technologies	 bring	 people	 together.	 They	 enable	 specific	 collective	

practices	that	are	necessary	to	sustain	their	development	and	sustainability.	The	success	of	

these	 technologies	 depends	 on	 the	 involvement	 of	 the	 broader	 community	 and	 on	 the	

support	of	users	to	improve	the	technical	features,	to	identify	possible	bugs	in	the	system	or	

security	holes,	to	expand	the	pool	of	resources	in	order	to	keep	the	project	going,	essentially	

to	share	the	knowledge.	For	instance,	this	is	how	intrigeri,	Debian	and	Tails	contributor	who	

founded	the	Tails	project	in	2009,	presented	his	talk	at	hackmeeting	x	11:		 

 

In	 this	 talk,	 I	will	 briefly	 present	 the	 goals,	means	 and	 history	 of	 the	 Tails	
project.	But	don’t	be	mistaken:	this	will	primarily	be	a	pretext	to	discuss	two	
key	 aspects	 of	 Tails,	 and	 more	 generally	 of	 (free,	 security)	 software	
development,	that	I	find	particularly	important.	Namely:	usability	as	a	critical	
security	 feature;	 “upstream	 first!”	 is	 the	 only	 way	 to	 survive	 on	 the	 OS	
development	scene.	Then,	I	will	go	through	the	challenges	that	Tails	will	face	
in	the	next	few	years,	and	suggest	many	ways	in	which	one	can	contribute	to	
it,	with	very	diverse	skills	(italic	mine). 

 

 

Intrigeri	 emphasised	 in	his	 talk	 the	need	 for	 volunteers	with	 a	 variety	 of	 skills	 to	help	

with	 the	 project.	 From	 keeping	 the	 website	 up	 to	 date	 to	 increasing	 the	 documentation	

available	to	users,	to	translating	it	into	different	languages	so	to	make	it	available	to	a	wider	

public	 of	 users,	 to	 helping	with	 the	 design,	 improving	 usability,	writing	 codes	 and	design	

infrastructures.	Intrigeri’s	talk	is	a	call	for	help	to	make	Tails	more	secure	and	adequate	for	

users’	 needs.	 Freepto	 follows	 a	 similar	 philosophy	 in	 the	 development	 of	 its	 software.40	I	

argue	 that	 these	 moments	 that	 translate	 hopefulness	 into	 bodies’	 dispositions	 toward	

collective	action	contribute	to	the	process	of	becoming-common.	

Considering	 the	 technological	 component	 within	 hackmeeting	 is	 crucial	 for	 a	 deep	
																																																								
40	N.B.	Currently,	the	development	of	Freepto	has	been	suspended	due	to	the	lack	of	resources	in	the	community	involved.		
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understanding	of	its	affective	nature.	Most	importantly,	it	is	crucial	to	highlight	how	–	within	

the	hackmeeting	space	–	the	interaction	with	technology	generates	affects	that	augment	the	

capacity	for	a	collective	political	body	and	a	political	vision	to	emerge,	that	is,	to	produce	a	

politics	for	the	commons.	Technology,	indeed,	can	be	considered	as	a	dynamic	factor	that	can	

constitute	 both	 human	 being	 itself	 and	 contribute	 to	 shape	 a	 certain	milieu	 or	 system	 of	

relations,	 so	 it	 has	 a	 certain	 degree	 of	 autonomy.	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 technological	

component,	 Deleuze	 and	 Guattari’s	 account	 of	 the	 logic	 of	 affect	 is	 inspirational	 for	 a	

rethinking	 of	 the	 question	 of	 technology	 understood	 as	 relational	 and	 processual.	 In	 fact,	

Guattari’s	 concept	 of	 the	 machine	 questions	 the	 role	 of	 technology	 as	 crucial	 to	 the	

production	of	subjectivity	in	the	advanced	technological	age.	However,	Guattari	does	not	see	

the	machine	as	a	subset	of	technology,	rather	the	inverse.	As	he	explains:		

	

[...]	technological	machines	of	information	and	communication	operate	at	the	
heart	of	human	subjectivity,	not	only	within	its	memory	and	intelligence,	but	
within	its	sensibility,	affects	and	unconscious	phantasms	(1995,	p.	4).		

	

This	 echoes	 Deleuze’s	 theorisation	 of	 the	 impossibility	 of	 an	 ontological	 distinction	

between	 the	 domains	 of	 organic	 and	 inorganic	 affects.	 The	 artificial	 or	 the	 technical,	

considered	in	their	associated	milieu	or	ensemble,	share	with	the	organic	a	capacity	to	affect	

and	 be	 affected.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 the	 encounter	 of	 the	 human	 and	 non-human	 that	 allows	

organically	 and	 inorganically	 organised	 affects	 to	 emerge,	 as	 I	 will	 explain	 further	 in	 the	

next	 pages.	 Thinking	 the	 idea	 of	 emerging	 affects	 (or	 intensities)	 either	 organically	 or	

inorganically	 organised,	 brings	 to	 a	 consideration	 of	 the	 relation	 between	 the	 human,	 or	

what	is	considered	as	such,	and	technology.	This	relation	is	of	extreme	importance	for	this	

analysis.	In	fact,	humans	are	immersed	in	and	shaped	by	technical	affects	and	this	analysis	

attempts	 to	contribute	a	reading,	amongst	many,	of	 the	emerging	potential	of	 this	specific	

encounter.	 I	 will	 now	 analyse	 the	 play	 of	 affects	 in	 the	 elaboration	 of	 technologies	 of	

counter-surveillance.	

	

When	 I	arrive	at	xm24,	 I	hear	rumours	 that	AvANa	has	decided	 to	sell	Freepto	on	 the	

market.	People	appear	puzzled.	This	news	has	thrown	them	into	a	state	of	confusion.	I	

hear	 different	 and	 contrasting	 opinions:	 “Why	 not?	What	 is	 so	 bad	 about	 wanting	 to	

make	some	money	out	of	 it?”,	 “They’ve	sold	themselves,	what	a	shame!”	After	a	while,	

the	word	circulates	that	it	was	just	a	prank,	in	the	perfect	hackers’	style.	The	atmosphere	

returns	to	normal.	
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Figure	6:	Crypt	‘r	Die	(AvANa,	n.d.)	

 

Freepto	 is	a	project	 realised	by	AvANa,	 that	as	one	of	 its	members	explains	 “has	never	

really	been	a	proper	collective	but	rather	a	network	of	activists	who,	throughout	the	years,	

have	 been	 part	 of	 the	 project	 and	 contributed	 to	 it,	 making	 it	 a	 very	 reticular	 and	 fluid	

experience”	 (ROR,	 2002).	 The	 group	 of	 activists	 that	 form	 the	 project	 AvANa	 has	 had	 its	

base,	for	more	than	twenty	years	now,	at	Forte	Prenestino,	a	long	established	occupied	self-

managed	social	centre	in	Centocelle,	a	peripheric	area	of	Rome.	With	their	home	in	the	fort,	

the	members	 of	 AvANa	 have	 been	 deeply	 immersed	 in	 the	 autonomous	Marxist	 political	

practice	 that	marks	 the	experience	of	 this	particular	space,	of	which	 they	share	 ideas	and	

practices.	 This	 contributes	 to	 a	 specific	 understanding	 of	 technology	 that	 is	 deeply	

intertwined	with	the	alternative	idea	of	politics	at	the	core	of	the	collective	practices	leading	

the	experience	of	Forte	Prenestino	since	1986.	These	are	based	on	the	experimentation	of	

self-management	and	non-labour	practices,	and	on	new	modes	of	sociality.		

AvANa	works	on	projects	to	offer	technological	support	to	the	activities	that	take	place	in	

the	social	centre	and	in	the	broader	activist	community.	In	their	view,	technology	is	deeply	

embedded	in	social	and	cultural	context	and	takes	shape	according	to	the	values	that	both	

produce	it	and	are	produced	by	its	use.	Their	statement	about	their	work	reads:	 
 

There	is	a	different	and	informed	way	of	using	technology,	and	we	teach	how.	 
Technology	 helps	 and	 prefigures	 the	 practice	 of	 sharing	 (not	 only	
knowledge),	we	share	what	we	know	and	we	ask	others	to	do	the	same. 
We	inform	others	of	the	existence	of	free	software,	and	we	disseminate	it. 
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We	 inform	 that	 technology	 can	 bring	 about	 control,	 and	 we	 teach	 how	 to	
avoid	it. 
We	inform	that	technology	offers	opportunities	for	liberation,	and	we	seek	to	
find	suitable	tools	and	communicative	forms.	 
We	inform	that	technology	is	also	a	terrain	of	struggle,	and	we	try	to	identify	
it	and	equip	ourselves	so	not	to	be	caught	unprepared.	(AvaNa,	n.d.) 

 

 

AvANa	is	presenting	their	project	Freepto	at	hackmeeting	on	Friday,	but	I	cannot	reach	

Bologna	in	time.	When	I	arrive	on	Saturday,	I	look	for	some	of	the	members	of	AvANa.	

My	friend	points	toward	their	workstation,	in	front	of	their	campervan.	I	find	some	of	

them	 talking	with	 intrigeri,	 the	 developer	 of	 Tails,	 whose	 talk	 I	 had	 just	 attended.	 I	

kindly	explain	my	research	project	and	ask	them	to	organise	a	meeting	later	in	the	next	

few	days.	They	agree,	and	I	eventually	manage	to	see	them	again	two	months	later,	at	

Forte	Prenestino	in	Rome.	After	all,	as	the	description	of	the	group	says	on	Crabgrass:	

“AvANa	 does	 things,	 but	 not	 too	 many	 because	 it	 can	 cause	 tiredness”	

(https://we.riseup.net/avana?page=1).	When	I	travel	to	Rome	to	meet	them	it’s	early	

August.	August	is	probably	the	best	month	to	visit	Rome,	the	city	is	empty	as	most	of	

the	 population	 goes	 on	 holiday,	 and	 the	 traffic	 almost	 disappears.	 Nevertheless,	 the	

public	 transport	 is	 still	 incredibly	 inefficient,	 and	 I	 arrive	 late	 to	 our	 appointment	

despite	 all	 the	 precautions	 taken,	 being	 aware	 of	 this	 issue.	 The	 peripheral	 areas	 of	

Rome	are	not	easily	reachable	via	public	transport,	circumstances	exacerbated	by	the	

cuts	 to	 the	 public	 transport	 sector,	 making	 them	 marginal	 areas	 not	 only	

geographically	 but	 also	 socially	 and	 culturally.	When	 I	 arrive,	 it	 is	 almost	 9.30	 pm.	 I	

walk	to	the	large	square	where	different	stands	are	serving	food	and	drinks.	I	see	some	

members	of	the	AvANa	group	that	I	have	met	in	Bologna.	We	get	a	drink	and	decide	to	

walk	 to	 the	print	house	 to	have	a	chat	 in	 the	peace	and	quiet.	There	are	colours	and	

machinery	 everywhere.	 While	 we	 are	 talking,	 one	 of	 the	 AvANas	 hands	 me	 the	

pamphlet	 they	 have	 produced	 –	 Crypt	 or	 Die	 –	 earlier	 in	 the	 year	 about	 a	 series	 of	

measures	to	take	to	defend	oneself	from	digital	repression.	All	of	a	sudden,	the	lights	go	

out.	 We	 look	 outside:	 dark.	 The	 power	 generator	 has	 apparently	 stopped	 working	

again.	We	keep	chatting	in	the	dark	for	about	five	or	ten	minutes,	then	the	lights	come	

back	on. 
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Freepto	is	an	operating	system	installed	on	a	USB	stick	specifically	used	by	activists	who	

feel	the	need	to	protect	their	data	and	online	activity.	It	is	designed	to	provide	an	easy	way	

to	safely	manage	 the	 tools	more	often	used	by	activists,	even	 in	situations	where	 it	 is	not	

possible	 to	access	our	own	 laptops.	 It	 is	possible	 to	 launch	 the	operative	system	from	the	

USB	on	every	computer	or	 laptop	without	eventually	 leaving	any	 trace	on	 the	device	 that	

has	 been	 used.	 All	 data	 contained	 on	 the	 USB	 is	 automatically	 encrypted.	 Freepto	 also	

provides	 many	 useful	 programs	 such	 as	 a	 browser,	 email	 client,	 image	 editor.	 It	 can	 be	

personalised,	 so	 other	 programs	 can	 be	 added	 according	 to	 the	 user’s	 needs.	 Most	

programs,	such	as	the	chats,	are	configured	to	use	TOR	–	The	Onion	Router	–	a	free	software	

that	 prevent	 others	 from	 knowing	 your	 location	 and	 allows	 you	 to	 navigate	 the	 Internet	

anonymously	 with	 a	 secure	 and	 anonymous	 connection.41		 In	 high	 risk	 scenarios	 and	

extreme	situations	of	repression	and	censorship,	AvANa	recommends	the	use	of	Tails.	Tails	

is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 well-known	 GNU/Linux	 distributions	 designed	 for	 online	 safety	 and	

privacy,	and	it	is	a	free	software	which	means	that	it	can	be	downloaded,	used	and	shared	

with	no	restrictions.	Tails	is	described	as:	 
 
[...]	a	live	operating	system,	that	you	can	start	on	almost	any	computer	from	a	
DVD,	USB	stick,	or	SD	card.	It	aims	at	preserving	your	privacy	and	anonymity,	
and	helps	you	to: 
 
● use	the	Internet	anonymously	and	circumvent	censorship;	
● all	connections	to	the	Internet	are	forced	to	go	through	the	Tor	network;	
● leave	no	trace	on	the	computer	you	are	using	unless	you	ask	it	explicitly;	
● use	 state-of-the-art	 cryptographic	 tools	 to	 encrypt	 your	 files,	 emails	 and	
instant	messaging.	

	

	

In	a	time	of	crisis,	when	the	revelations	of	Edward	Snowden	in	2013	about	the	NSA	and	

Internet	 surveillance	 systems	 such	 as	 Prism	 have	 changed	 the	 perception	 of	 internet	

communication	for	many	within	the	activist	community,	Freepto	and	Tails	might	provide	a	

focal	point	for	the	spontaneous	coordination	of	affects.	These	types	of	technology	have	the	

potential	to	become	privileged	channels	of	modulation	of	collective	affects	such	as	paranoia	

and	anguish.	Freepto	and	Tails	take	an	active	stand	on	the	issue	of	surveillance	and	modify	

established	behaviours,	 instead	of	 resigning	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 surveillance	 is	 inevitable	and	

unavoidable.	 In	 this	way,	 they	have	the	capacity	 to	 intercept	collective	affects	and	convert	

them	into	actions	that	react	to	the	felt	reality	of	surveillance.		
																																																								
41	More	information	about	TOR	can	be	found	here	www.torproject.org.	
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Freepto	and	Tails	address	bodies	 from	the	dispositional	angle	of	 their	affectivity	rather	

than	addressing	subjects	from	the	positional	angle	of	their	ideations	(Massumi,	2005,	p.	34).	

This	is	how	they	directly	activate	bodies	and	enliven	the	space	of	hackmeeting.	I	was	struck	

by	the	number	of	people	that	the	talk	on	Tails	had	attracted	as	well	as	by	the	reactions	that	

the	prank	pulled	by	AvANa	had	triggered.	I	was	then	forced	to	reflect	on	why	there	existed	

so	 much	 enthusiasm	 around	 these	 two	 projects.	 These	 technologies,	 indeed,	 appear	 to	

contribute	 to	 forging	 social	 bonds,	 strong	 and	 lasting	 in	 certain	 cases,	 that	 are	 not	

characterised	by	a	relation	of	domination	such	as	surveying/surveyed.	On	the	contrary,	they	

affect	 the	 establishment	 of	 relationships	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 trust	 that	 stems	 from	 the	

acknowledgment	of	the	mastery	of	technology	of	the	designers,	and	from	their	investment	

in	the	values	shared	by	the	broader	community	of	reference.	 	Furthermore,	as	Uri	Gordon	

argues,	 some	 technologies	 can	 be	 said	 to	 possess	 inherent	 political	 qualities,	 whereby	 a	

given	technical	system	by	itself	requires	or	at	least	strongly	encourages	specific	patterns	of	

human	 relationships	 (2009,	 p.	 496).	 In	 the	 same	 way,	 I	 argue	 that	 Freepto	 and	 Tails	

inherently	possess	political	qualities,	in	that	they	are	able	to	materialise	spaces	of	hope	and	

collaboration	that	contribute	to	the	process	of	becoming-common.		

The	encounter	with	this	particular	type	of	technology	does	not	spark	paranoia	and	fear;	

on	the	contrary,	a	sense	of	hope	emerges	from	the	encounter	with	Freepto	and	Tails	which	

is	evident	in	the	audience’s	eagerness	to	contribute.	From	the	observation	conducted	on	the	

field,	 I	could	register	 the	 impression	that	Freepto	and	Tails	activate	ways	of	beings	which	

contribute	to	form	hopeful	sites	of	experience.	They	enliven	bodies	and	enable	them	to	go	

on	 and	persist	 in	 their	process	of	 finding	an	alternative	 to	 the	 injustice	of	 surveillance.	 In	

this	 sense,	 hope	 plugs	 bodies	 into	 action.	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 in	 these	 moments	 of	 coming	

together	 that	 the	 potential	 for	 collective	 action	 affectively	 emerges.	 Most	 importantly,	 I	

argue	that	the	hopeful	movement	of	bodies	coming	together	to	experiment	with	alternatives	

animates	processes	of	becoming	toward	a	commons-based	society.	In	the	next	pages,	I	will	

elaborate	further	on	the	importance	of	affects	in	augmenting	or	diminishing	the	capacity	of	

technology-supported	 collectives	 for	 becoming-common.	 I	 will	 do	 so	 by	 looking	 at	 the	

experience	of	Ninux	–	the	largest	wireless	community	network	in	Italy.		

 

Spotlight: Ninux.org – Wireless Community Network 

 

Saturday	 is	 also	 a	 day	 of	 the	 assembly	 of	 Ninux.	 Ninux.org	 is	 currently	 the	 largest	
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wireless	community	network	 in	 Italy.	There	are	many	diverse	groups	scattered	across	

Italy,	 from	 North	 to	 South,	 that	 have	 been	 working	 on	 the	 development	 of	 this	

technology.	 Hackmeeting	 has	 offered	 an	 opportunity	 to	 those	 who	 have	 known	 each	

other	only	online	to	meet	in	person	and	discuss	technical	and	non-technical	issues	that	

have	been	raised	in	the	community.	The	assembly	is	open	to	the	public	and	is	just	on	the	

camping	ground,	so	I	find	a	place	where	I	can	listen	to	the	debates.	The	discussions	go	on	

for	at	least	an	hour,	between	polemic	and	accommodating	tones.	The	feeling	is	that	there	

are	different	approaches	to	the	project,	some	very	political	and	some	not	so	much,	to	the	

point	 that	 the	 assembly	 ends	with	 the	 feeling	 that	 some	 of	 the	 decisions	 on	 pressing	

issues	have	been	postponed.	After	the	assembly,	I	manage	to	talk	to	some	of	the	people	

involved	in	the	project	and	schedule	future	meetings	with	them.	They	do	not	seem	very	

suspicious	and	are,	in	fact,	quite	willing	to	help.	 

 

As	 explained	 in	 the	 first	 Chapter	 of	 this	 thesis,	 many	 technologies	 of	 surveillance	 and	

control	 are	 thought	 and	 designed	 to	 dominate	 not	 only	 by	 encouraging	 certain	 types	 of	

human	behaviour	but	also	by	relying	on	entrepreneurial	models	 that	are	 in	 tune	with	 the	

capitalist	 market	 economy	 of	 scale.	 Neoliberal	 technologies	 are	 designed	 to	 fulfil	 the	

purpose	 of	 managing	 and	 analysing	 information	 in	 bulks	 –	 the	 so-called	 activity	 of	 data	

mining.	Surely,	this	is	an	issue	that	calls	into	question,	not	just	technological	development,	

but	 the	 entire	 ideological	 edifice	 that	 has	 locked	 society	 into	 thought	 dominated	 by	

progressivist	growth	economics	(Latouche,	2014).	Therefore,	attention	to	the	aspect	of	scale	

in	 an	 analysis	 on	 alternative	 technologies	 and	 modes	 of	 technological	 development	 is	

fundamental	 to	 understand	 that	 an	 alternative	 to	Google	 or	 Facebook,	 for	 instance,	 could	

never	 be	 a	 similar	 molar	 entity;	 this,	 in	 fact,	 would	 be	 just	 another	 Google	 or	 another	

Facebook	 (Ippolita,	 2012).	 For	 this	 purpose,	 I	 will	 introduce	 here	 the	 case	 of	 wireless	

community	networks	because	these	can	be	considered	as	one	type	of	alternative	small-scale	

technology	 based	 on	 a	 different	 model	 of	 organisation.	 In	 particular,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	

example	of	ninux.org,	the	largest	wireless	community	network	currently	existing	in	Italy.	I	

will	 use	 this	 example	 to	 explore	 again	 how	 the	 emergence	 of	 affects	 in	 the	 encounter	 of	

collective	 bodies	 and	 technological	 objects	 contributes	 to	 the	 production	 of	 spaces	 of	

collaboration	and	hope	toward	a	politics	of	the	commons.	

Wireless	community	networks	–	wcns	–	are	networks	built,	managed	and	maintained	by	

enthusiasts,	volunteers,	citizens	and	communities.	There	is	no	single	owner	of	the	network	

infrastructure,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 telecommunications	 operators,	 and	 the	 network	 is	 a	
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common	belonging	to	the	whole	community	who	is	committed	to	make	it	work	in	the	best	

possible	way.	 Users	 do	 not	access	 the	 network,	 rather	 they	are	 the	 network.	 There	 is	 no	

centralised	server.	Wireless	community	networks	work	through	the	connection	of	what	are	

called	nodes.	Groups	of	nodes	can	cover	extensive	areas	such	as	an	entire	city	or	rural	areas.	

It	 is	 even	 possible	 to	 share,	 between	 users,	 internet	 connectivity	 in	 areas	 that	 are	 not	

covered	 by	 ADSL	 service.	 There	 can	 be	 many	 advantages	 in	 being	 part	 of	 a	 community	

network.	For	instance,	differently	from	the	subscription	to	any	Internet	Service	Provider,	to	

join	 a	 wcn	 the	 new	 user	 must	 build	 a	 connection	 to	 a	 pre-existing	 node	 in	 the	 same	

community.	The	 realisation	of	 this	 connection	 involves	a	one-off	 cost.	 Furthermore,	when	

communication	 between	 two	 computers	 takes	 place	within	 a	 community	 the	 information	

passes	 through	other	 computers	and	 routers	 that	 are	part	of	 the	 community.	These	 steps	

are	 not	 always	 the	 same,	 but	 can	 change	 depending	 on	 the	 destination	 to	 be	 reached	

because	the	aim	is	to	reach	each	recipient	via	the	shortest	and	quickest	route.		

Compared	 to	 a	 centralised	 and	 hierarchical	 network	 like	 the	 Internet,	 this	 community	

allows	information	to	go	through	as	few	steps	as	possible	so	that	connections	are	often	be	

more	immediate.	Several	connections	can	go	through	completely	different	routes	as	soon	as	

they	leave	the	source	making	it	less	possible	that	the	communications	can	be	intercepted	or	

manipulated.	Wcns	can	be	extremely	useful	in	fighting	censorship.		

There	are	different	types	of	wcns,	according	to	the	technology	used.	As	well,	most	of	the	

infrastructure	that	supports	wcns	is	generally	very	simple	and	affordable,	made	of	routers	

and	 antennas.	When	 not	 found	 on	 the	 market	 at	 affordable	 prices,	 antennae	 are	 usually	

home-made	with	 cans	 and	 other	 easily	 procured	 objects.	 Ninux.org	 is	 a	mesh	 network,	 a	

wireless	communication	network	constituted	by	nodes	where	each	of	them	acts	as	receiver,	

transmitter	 and	 repeater;	 it	 differs	 from	 the	 Internet	 that	 instead	 relies	 on	 electronic	

communications	infrastructure	which	transmits	signals	through	wires	and	fibre	optic	cable.	

As	 mentioned	 above,	 this	 type	 of	 infrastructure	 is	 decentralised	 –	 there	 are	 no	 central	

servers	–	and	very	adaptable	and	resistant,	since	each	node	only	has	to	transmit	a	signal	to	

the	nearest	node	in	order	to	reach	nodes	that	are	too	far	apart	to	be	reached.	The	network	is	

then	able	to	cover	long	distances.		

The	mesh	networks	are	also	extremely	reliable,	as	each	node	is	connected	to	many	other	

nodes.	If	a	node	suddenly	stops	working	due	to	hardware	problems	or	for	any	other	reason,	

the	 neighbouring	 nodes	 simply	 seek	 other	 routes	 to	 transmit	 the	 signal	 and	 go	 through	

other	nodes.	The	network	capacity	can	be	 increased	by	simply	 installing	additional	nodes.	

The	mesh	networks	may	include	both	fixed	and	mobile	devices.	In	this	type	of	network,	each	
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user	is	both	a	supplier	and	a	user	of	net	services	(Sinopoli,	2010).		

Inspired	 by	 this	 philosophy	 and,	 according	 to	 many	 of	 the	 users	 mainly	 by	 curiosity,	

ninux.org	started	in	Italy	in	the	early	years	of	this	decade.	As	defined	on	the	website: 

										 
Ninux.org	 is	 a	 community	 that	 aims	 to	 build	 non-profit,	 free	 wireless	
networks	in	Italy,	 in	 line	with	the	open	source	philosophy.	The	spirit	of	our	
community	 is	 the	 sharing	 of	 knowledge	 and	 the	 testing	 of	 new	 wireless	
technologies.	 Our	 strength	 is	 the	 diversity	 of	 its	 members,	 engineering	
students,	 amateur	 radio	 operators,	 computer	 scientists,	 philosophers	 that	
provide	 their	 knowledge	 and	 experience.	 We	 demand	 the	 freedom	 to	
experiment.	You	just	need	an	access	point,	an	antenna	and	....	a	little	patience	
;)	(www.ninux.org).	

	
 
 

To	 investigate	 and	 understand	 Ninux,	 I	 travelled	 to	 four	 different	 cities	 where	 the	

project	has	flourished	thanks	to	a	community	of	users.	These	were	Bologna,	Pisa,	Rome,	

and	Cosenza.	After	many	discussions	with	many	members	of	ninux.org,	I	have	a	clearer	

understanding	of	the	technical	features	of	this	wcn	that	seems	to	offer	many	advantages;	

however,	from	conversations	with	many	activists	in	the	antagonist	movement,	I	perceive	

skepticism	 regarding	 the	 project	 that	 most	 activists	 consider	 as	 “not	 a	 project	 of	 the	

movement”.	This	remains,	then,	one	knot	that	I	seek	to	unravel	in	my	conversations	with	

Ninux	users,	all	the	more	because	many	activists	are	involved	in	the	Ninux	project	next	

to	many	other	users	who	are	not,	but	are	equally	 committed	 to	 the	 idea	of	a	different	

network,	 that	 can	 be	 controlled	 by	 the	 community	 of	 people	 that	 builds	 it.	 In	 this	

respect,	the	conversation	with	Sergio,	an	activist	from	the	hacklab	at	xm24	and	a	Ninux	

user,	 is	 enlightening	 with	 regard	 to	 this	 aspect.	 Furthermore,	 conversations	 with	 the	

different	 Ninux	 communities	 reveal	 how	 the	 technology	 that	 is	 used	 and	 produced	 is	

strongly	affected	by	territorial	and	local	features,	such	as	the	actual	configuration	of	the	

territory,	the	community	of	reference,	or	the	resources	available.		

 

Ninux	is	an	interesting	example	of	how	new	tools	can	provide	new	options	around	which	

communities	can	gather	and	activate.	The	affective	dynamics	between	the	technical	objects,	

the	 human	 actors,	 and	 the	 spaces	 –	 the	 morphology	 of	 the	 territory	 –	 essential	 for	 the	

success	of	 the	project,	vary	 from	place	to	place	bringing	about	arrangements	with	diverse	

intensity	and	potential	 for	 collective	action.	The	peculiar	 formation	of	Ninux,	made	of	 the	

community	of	reference,	the	technical	infrastructure	of	the	network	made	of	nodes	and	the	

space,	offers	a	significant	opportunity	to	reflect	about	the	differential	affective	capacities	of	
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bodies.		

In	this	regard,	Deleuze	and	Guattari’s	specific	theorisation	is,	again,	very	useful	(1995).	In	

fact,	as	explained	earlier,	their	elaboration	allows	us	to	consider	affect	not	only	in	terms	of	

the	human	body	but	 also	of	 the	nonhuman,	of	 their	 relation	 that	 can	 increase	or	 lessen	a	

body’s	capacity	to	produce	affective	responses.	This	allows	to	think	beyond	the	opposition	

between	 organic	 and	 inorganic	 matter.	 This	 approach	 to	 reality	 as	 a	 chaos	 that	 is	 the	

condition	of	possibility	of	the	social	allows,	as	Patricia	Ticineto	Clough	suggests,	“to	address	

the	reconfiguration	of	technology,	matter,	and	bodies”	(2007,	p.	3).		

If	we	look	at	the	example	of	Ninux,	it	is	possible	to	see	how	the	intimate	intersection	of	

the	three	elements	–	bodies,	technology,	space	–	make	it	so	that	the	network’s	capacity	can	

increase	or	decrease	according	to	the	capacity	of	each	of	them	to	affect	and	be	affected.	The	

felt	reality	of	the	network	materialises	in	a	diverse	affective	register	that	can	be	drawn	out	

from	 the	 interviews	 conducted	 on	 the	 field	 and	 materialises	 in	 a	 particular	 affective	

structure	 that	 I	 will	 try	 to	 explain.	 The	 interviews	 that	 I	 will	 report	 below	 are	 a	 mix	 of	

individual	 and	 collective	 interviews.	 There	 are	many	 voices	 speaking	 and,	 in	 the	 case	 of	

group	interviews,	I	mention	them	by	the	name	of	the	city	where	they	are	based	to	maintain	

a	 sense	of	plurality.	Because	 the	volume	of	 the	 interviews	 collected	 is	 considerable,	 I	will	

organise	 them	 in	 order	 to	 clarify	 the	 main	 issues	 that	 characterise	 the	 project	 and	 the	

affective	responses	that	emerge.	It	is	important	to	emphasise	how	the	structure	upon	which	

the	experience	of	Ninux	rests	is	imbued	with	the	emotional	investment	of	its	members.		

There	 is	 often	 a	 tendency	 within	 theories	 of	 affect	 to	 make	 a	 distinction	 between	

emotions	as	 the	conscious	 feelings	of	 individuals	and	affects	as	 the	ontological	 relation	of	

bodies	 coming	 together	 and	 increasing	 their	 capacity	 to	 act	 through	 interconnection	

(Spinoza,	2008;	Clough	2012;	Thrift,	2004).	However,	if	we	consider	emotions	not	as	located	

in	individualised	subjectivities	but	as	“a	kind	of	corporeal	thinking”	(Thrift,	2004,	p.	67),	we	

can	better	understand	how	bodies’	interactions	shape	their	capacities	to	act.42	In	the	case	of	

Ninux,	for	instance,	the	emotional	investment	of	its	members	directly	affects	the	network’s	

capacity	 to	 grow	 or	 fade.	 Emotional	 investment	 moves	 bodies	 in	 the	 space	 in	 order	 to	

accomplish	 a	 diversity	 of	 tasks	 such	 as	 installing	 new	 nodes	 or	 reaching	 spaces	 of	

collaboration	where	members	can	share	 the	 technical	knowledge	and	expertise	needed	to	

maintain	the	network.	It	 is	possible	to	intercept	the	affects	deriving	from	their	investment	

from	the	words	of	those	interviewed:	

	
																																																								
42	I	will	expand	on	the	relation	between	affect	and	emotions	in	the	next	Chapter.		
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Sergio:	 Ninux	 might	 not	 be	 considered	 as	 “a	 project	 of	 the	 movement”	
because	 it	wants	to	 go	 beyond	 the	network	 of	 activists	 that	 are	 part	 of	 the	
antagonist	 movement,	 it	 wants	 to	 involve	 the	 broader	 community.	 And	 I	
think	 it	 is	 a	 fair	deal.	 There	 are	people	 that	 find	out	 about	Ninux	 for	many	
different	reasons:	there	are	nerds	that	like	Ninux	because	it	allows	a	greater	
speed	when	 they	play	videogames	online,	 those	who	 join	because	someone	
told	them	that	they	can	leech	the	internet	connection.		
Cosenza:	 The	 desire	 to	 reach	 nodes	 that	 are	 distant	 overcomes	 the	
differences	that	might	exist	in	real	life.		
Sergio:	The	desire	behind	this	type	of	network	is	that	of	building	a	common	
good,	therefore	if	one	does	not	feel	this	desire,	why	would	she/he	even	join?	
	
	

In	looking	at	the	affects	at	work	in	the	process	of	constitution	of	Ninux,	I	argue	that	the	

network’s	 capacity	 to	 build	 potential	 for	 a	 politics	 of	 the	 commons,	 increase	 or	 decrease	

according	 to	 the	 intensity	 of	 interactions	 between	 the	 bodies,	 that	 is:	 the	 community	 of	

reference	 and	 its	 capacity	 for	 shared	 knowledge,	 and	 the	 nonhuman	 body,	 that	 is:	 the	

technology	 and	 the	 infrastructure	 and	 its	 capacity	 for	 free	 communication.	 The	 desire	 to	

build	 the	 network	 affects	 the	 interaction	 of	 bodies	 and	 the	 development	 of	 practices	 of	

collaboration.		

To	begin	with,	this	desire	can	be	recorded	in	the	longing	for	political	identity	that	seems	

to	be	among	the	main	issues	of	debate	within	the	Ninux	community.	In	fact,	Ninux	attracts	a	

very	diverse	crowd	of	users	and	this	makes	it	difficult	to	locate	the	project	inside	or	outside	

the	traditional	grassroots	political	movements	that	are	the	focus	of	this	thesis.	As	some	of	

the	interviewees	involved	in	the	project	explain:		

	

Sergio:	Ninux	 is	born	 in	 the	early	years	of	 this	decade,	 certainly	not	within	
the	antagonist	movement	circles,	but	surely	in	line	with	the	critical	approach	
to	the	idea	of	the	net	that	echoes	the	hacker	ethics.	Ninux	takes	advantage	of	
the	wireless	 technologies	 that	 are	 extremely	 useful	 in	 terms	 of	 freedom	 to	
realise	a	network.	I	think	that	ideally	Ninux	is	very	close	to	the	movement,	in	
fact,	 it	 is	 not	 a	 case	 that	 one	of	 the	 first	wcns	was	born	 in	 Seattle	 in	 1999,	
during	the	anti	WTO	protests.	However,	 in	Italy	Ninux	does	not	originate	in	
any	self-managed	space.	The	peculiar	thing	about	Ninux	is	that	it	is	neither	in	
nor	out	of	the	dynamics	of	the	movement.		
Here	 in	 Bologna,	 the	 type	 of	 infrastructure	 –	 the	 type	 of	 antenna	 and	
software	that	we	use	–	on	which	the	network	is	based	is	such	that	nobody	has	
to	 notify	 nobody	 else	 if	 they	 want	 to	 set	 up	 a	 node.	 I	 cannot	 even	 know	
whether	 someone	 has	 put	 on	 a	 node	 until	 I	 find	 out	 because	 I	 can	 see	 the	
content	that	the	node	is	sharing	online.	Therefore,	here	in	Bologna,	we	have	
tried	 to	 encourage	 an	 anarchist	 use	 of	 the	 net	 in	 every	way	 possible,	 even	
with	the	choice	of	the	infrastructure.	In	Rome,	instead,	the	network	is	built	in	
such	a	way	that	each	node	can	choose	where	to	orient	itself.	
	
Franco:	 Ninux	 has	 since	 its	 beginning	 attracted	 people	 who	 are	 involved	 in	 the	



	 111	

antagonist	 movement.	 However,	 the	 intention	 is	 to	 include	 the	 broader	
community	rather	than	remain	secluded	in	the	social	centres.	
	
	

While	 for	 some	 groups	 defining	 the	 community	 in	 terms	 of	 political	 orientation	 is	 not	

among	the	tasks	of	building	a	community	network,	other	groups	 feel	more	strongly	about	

this	issue.	For	instance,	below	is	a	sample	of	the	conversations	that	I	have	had	with	different	

members	of	the	Ninux	community	regarding	this	issue:		

	

Pisa:	 Ninux	 here	 in	 Pisa	 is	 called	 Eigenet,	 and	 it	 starts	 within	 the	
autonomous	 political	 area,	 although	 EigenLab	 does	 not	 identify	 with	 any	
specific	political	group,	but	it	definitely	gravitates	around	this	political	area.	
In	saying	this,	the	issue	of	political	belonging	is	at	the	centre	of	the	debate	in	
the	 ninux	 community,	 and	 we	 were	 talking	 about	 it	 in	 the	 assembly	 at	
hackmeeting,	too.	For	instance,	as	far	as	we	understood	it,	in	Rome	this	issue	
seems	 to	 have	 been	 neglected,	 and	 the	 community	 of	 ninux	 users	 is	 very	
heterogeneous.	 Initially,	 the	number	of	nodes	grew	very	 fast,	Rome	 is	a	big	
city,	 but	 what	 seems	 to	 be	 lacking	 is	 the	 community	 behind	 the	
infrastructure.	 Far	 from	 this	 being	 a	 critique,	 it	 seems	 that	 they	 are	 not	
making	a	political	point	of	 the	situation.	At	some	point,	 there	was	someone	
that	 apparently	wanted	 to	 set	 up	 a	 node	 in	 a	 residential	 unit	 of	 the	 Italian	
army.	I	mean:	ok	that	we	want	to	expand	the	network	but,	the	army	doesn’t	
exactly	share	much	with	us	in	terms	of	values!	Something	like	that	would	not	
happen	 here	 in	 Pisa.	 For	 instance,	 if	 a	 fascist	wants	 to	 set	 up	 a	 node	 here,	
she/he	wouldn’t	be	welcome.	I	mean,	she/he	could	even	do	it,	but	would	be	
cut	out	by	the	social	network	behind	the	virtual	network,	because	the	content	
would	 hardly	 be	 shared	with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 community.	 In	 this	 sense,	 this	
project	for	us	is	very	political.	Building	an	infrastructure	like	this	is	a	direct	
action	of	reappropriation	of	the	means	of	communication.		
Cosenza:	Here	in	Cosenza,	Ninux	is	a	hodgepodge.	Put	very	simply:	politically	
speaking,	we	have	people	from	the	left,	people	from	the	right,	revolutionary	
socialists,	 hackers,	 researchers,	 radio	 amateurs,	 geeks.	 The	 idea	 of	 the	
network	 that	 concretises	within	Ninux,	welcomes	everybody.	Everyone	 is	 a	
node,	that	constitutes	the	network,	and	everyone	can	participate,	regardless	
of	political	affiliations.		

 

 

It	appears	that	the	question	of	political	belonging	generates	affective	responses	not	only	

within	the	Ninux	community	but	also	within	the	broader	activist	community	that	interacts	

with	 it.	On	one	hand,	 in	 fact,	Ninux	has	the	capacity	to	generate	enthusiasm,	curiosity	and	

even	loyalty	within	its	own	community	of	users	stemming	from	a	feeling	of	empowerment	

and	from	the	anticipation	of	a	better	state	of	affairs	in	the	future	of	the	community	network.	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 instead,	 ninux	 generates	 reactive	 affects	 such	 as	 suspicion	 and	 even	

resentment,	in	that	for	the	broader	community	of	activists	its	political	disaffiliation	hinders	

the	establishment	of	trust	and	respect	that	can	lead	to	established	patterns	of	alliances	and	
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credibility.	There	appears	to	be	a	sense	of	cynicism	about	Ninux	with	regard	to	the	issue	of	

political	 belonging	 that	 can	be	discouraging	 and	 can	affect	 the	 capacity	of	 the	network	 to	

become	common.	Sergio,	for	instance,	tells	me	about	the	way	some	activists	in	the	anarchist	

or	autonomist	circles	react	to	Ninux:	

	

Many	comrades	would	tell	me:	“Ok,	but	if	a	fascist	sets	up	a	node	and	wants	
to	join	the	network,	I	am	not	comfortable	with	that”.	I	think	that,	in	this	case,	
it	is	then	necessary	to	explain	how	the	construction	of	the	network	works.	Of	
course,	 if	 one	 thinks	 that	 there	 is	 a	 central	 committee	 that	 realises	 the	
infrastructure	and	goes	around	installing	it,	then	there	is	a	problem,	because	
this	is	not	how	it	works	normally,	although	this	depends	in	part	by	the	type	of	
infrastructure.	It	is	an	individual	choice	in	the	end:	either	you	choose	a	wcn	
with	the	risk	that	a	fascist	could	set	up	a	node	right	next	to	you	–	but,	in	any	
case,	the	risk	would	be	relatively	easy	to	contain	–	or	you	subscribe	to	the	big	
corporate	provider,	with	all	the	downsides	that	we	are	aware	of.	

	

	

By	 all	 means,	 the	 potential	 of	 the	 network	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	 alternatives	 is	 also	

affected	by	the	capacity	of	the	people	involved	to	develop	a	sense	of	affinity,	that	is,	a	feeling	

of	 trust,	 closeness,	 respect,	 and	 equality	 upon	which	 the	 possibility	 of	 the	 practice	 of	 the	

commons	 rests	 (Clough,	2012,	p.	1673).	These	affective	dynamics	emerge	 from	the	stories	

that	 the	ninux	members	 interviewed	have	 told	me.	 For	 instance,	 as	 the	 group	 in	Cosenza	

points	out:	

	

Ninux	 is	 different	 for	 many	 reasons.	 For	 instance,	 who	 consumes	 social	
networks	gets	different	benefits	from	what	they	can	get	from	using	Ninux.	We	
do	 not	 just	 share	 emotions	 and	 feelings,	 on	 the	 contrary	 we	 mostly	 share	
techniques,	 methods,	 strategies	 of	 democratic	 participation.	 It	 is	 a	
decentralised	 network,	 it	 is	 very	 heterogeneous	 politically	 speaking,	 as	we	
have	 told	 you.	We	 share	 the	 knowledge,	 it	 is	 a	 social	 exchange,	 it	 is	 about	
finding	a	middle	ground	where	different	people	can	meet.	That’s	why	centers	
like	the	hacklab,	or	Verde	Binario,	the	Gas43	are	important,	because	they	are	
points	 of	 reference	 for	 people	where	 they	 can	 discuss	 issues	 about	 how	 to	
maintain	and	take	care	of	this	thing	that	we	are	building	together.	And	this,	
sometimes,	brings	together	people	that	have	very	different	ideas	about	life,	or	
have	been	suspicious	of	the	open	source	culture.	Ninux	has	allowed	us	to	know	
the	broader	community	of	users,	and	to	share	with	 them	the	 technical	 tool,	
but	also	enrich	me	as	a	human	being	through	exchange	with	the	community.	 

	

	

																																																								
43	Gruppo	di	Acquisto	Solidale	
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It	 remains	 to	 be	 seen	 whether	 the	 sense	 of	 affinity	 mentioned	 above	 needs	 to	 be	

developed	on	the	ground	of	political	ideologies	or	political	practice.	In	terms	of	practice,	the	

Ninux	members	 explained	 to	me	 that	 the	wireless	 community	 network	 is	 regulated	 by	 a	

document	 that	 is	 called	 “pico-peering	 agreement”	 –	 this	 is	 the	 founding	manifesto	 of	 this	

type	 of	 network.	 This	 agreement	 establishes	 that	 every	 individual	 is	 the	 only	 owner	 and	

responsible	of	 their	own	node;	 this	means	 that	one	person	 can	only	 censor	 through	 their	

own	node.	 In	this	way,	 there	can	be	no	central	entity	that	controls	 the	 infrastructure.	 In	a	

wcn	the	infrastructure	belongs	to	each	node	equally,	there	is	an	agreement	on	the	technical	

and	engineering	modalities	of	the	net,	but	in	terms	of	infrastructure,	whoever	wants	to	join	

can	 do	 so. 44 	Below	 are	 some	 essential	 ideas	 that	 have	 emerged	 throughout	 the	

conversations	 that	 I	 have	 had	 with	 different	 participants	 on	 the	 potential	 of	 wireless	

community	networks	to	consitute	a	common:	

	

Sergio:	Ninux	starts	with	the	idea	that	communication	should	be	a	two-way	
act.	So,	the	project	begins	from	the	perception	that	Internet	is	not	anymore,	
maybe	it	has	never	been,	a	means	of	two-way	communication.	Rather,	there	
seem	to	be	a	tendency	to	turn	this	medium	–	the	Internet	–	 into	one	of	any	
other	traditional	media,	like	the	tv	or	the	radio,	where	there	is,	on	one	side,	a	
central	point	that	controls	the	content	and,	on	the	other,	those	who	consume	
information.	The	web	is	egalitarian	in	terms	of	design,	but	it	tends	to	become	
one-sided,	because	there	is	a	political	will	to	control	the	net,	both	locally	and	
worldwide.	 The	 reality	 is	 that	 when	 one	 does	 not	 have	 the	 economic	
resources	to	realise	a	service,	starting	from	the	band	itself,	to	the	network	–	
I'm	talking	here	of	the	infrastructure	itself	–	that	is	when	you	do	not	have	the	
chance	or	the	ability	to	be	the	owner	of	the	container,	but	only	producer	of	
the	 content,	 well	 then	 I'm	 not	 so	 sure	 that	 it	 is	 true	 that	 you	 have	 much	
power,	because	in	the	end	if	Twitter	decides	to	censor	your	content	it	can	do	
it	very	easily,	and	I	do	not	perceive	my	freedom	in	relation	to	technology	in	
this	 way.	 In	 the	 end,	 it	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 how	 we	 perceive	 our	 freedom	 and	
Internet	as	a	common	good.	If,	as	we	have	been	telling	each	other	from	a	long	
time	now,	we	are	in	the	information	age	and	if	information	is	nowadays	the	
most	valuable	commodity	and,	at	the	moment,	information	is	not	controllable	
by	who	produces	it	(us),	well	then	it	should	not	be	so	hard	to	realise	that	this	
battle	 is	 almost	 like	 the	 struggle	 against	 the	 privatisation	 of	 water,	
philosophically	speaking.	 For	me	 the	 idea	at	 the	base	of	Ninux	 is	 this:	 if	you	
want	to	reclaim	the	control	of	information,	you	have	to	be	proactive	and	build	
your	own	infrastructure.		
Franco:	Here	in	Rome	Joe	Bloggs	can’t	just	decide	one	day	to	join	Ninux	out	
of	the	blue	and	set	up	a	node,	because	the	morphology	of	the	territory	does	
not	 allow	 it.	 In	 Rome,	 we	 do	 not	 have	 omnidirectional	 antennas,	 that	 is	
antennas	 that	 point	 in	 every	 direction	 and	 allow	 everyone	 to	 connect,	 but	
unidirectional	 ones	 that	 only	 points	 toward	 certain	 directions.	 This	means	

																																																								
44	Pico	Peering	Agreement	v1.0,	available	at:	http://www.picopeer.net/PPA-en.shtml	
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that,	 if	 you	 know	 that	 there	 is	 someone	 you	 don’t	 like	 and	 you	 know	 this	
person	 is	 connecting	 to	 your	 node,	 nobody	 is	 forbidding	 you	 to	 turn	 the	
antenna	 toward	 another	 direction	 and	 prevent	 her/him	 to	 connect	 to	 your	
node.	The	pico	peering	agreement	talks	about	free	transit	and	not	modifying	
or	 interfering	with	 data	 as	 it	 passes	 through	 their	 free	 network.	 However,	
you	 are	 the	 owner	 of	 your	 node	 and,	 in	 this	 respect,	 you	 can	 do	 with	 it	
whatever	you	want,	you	are	free	to	do	so.	

	

	

While	the	debate	around	the	political	identity	of	the	network	is	a	point	of	disagreement	

and	 confusion	 for	 most	 members	 in	 the	 ninux	 community,	 little	 doubt	 exists	 about	 the	

crucial	importance	of	the	infrastructure	that	underpins	the	whole	structure	of	the	network.	

In	 a	 similar	 way	 to	 what	 I	 have	 explained	 in	 the	 Introduction	 to	 this	 thesis	 about	 the	

commons,	 much	 of	 the	 effort	 of	 the	 community	 is	 directed	 toward	 the	 construction,	

maintainance	and	regulation	of	the	network	as	a	common	good.	As	the	members	mention	in	

the	interviews	reported	above,	agreements	exist	for	the	regulation	of	the	use	of	the	network	

that	remains	patrimony	of	the	community.	However,	it	is	not	among	the	aims	of	this	thesis	

to	analyse	the	text	of	the	agreements	that	are	set	in	place	to	regulate	the	network-commons.	

Nevertheless,	as	I	mentioned	in	the	Introduction	to	this	thesis,	 it	 is	 important	to	highlight	

how	the	discussions	and	arguments	that	emerge	around	the	drafting	of	agreements	for	the	

use	of	 the	commons	 contribute	 to	define	 the	community	of	users	around	what	matters	 to	

them,	what	affects	and	connects	them.	These	moments	of	debates	constitute	those	moments	

of	becoming-common	that	Lazzarato	talks	about	(2009,	p.	6).	While	moments	of	becoming-

common	 materialise	 in	 the	 sharing	 of	 resources	 and	 of	 their	 usage,	 affective	 intensities	

inevitably	emerge	from	the	encounter	between	bodies.	These	too	contribute	to	the	potential	

constitution	of	the	commons,	as	the	members	interviewed	express	below:	

	

Franco:	Ninux	in	Rome	is	a	very	heterogeneous	group	of	people;	there	are	
coffee	 shops,	 social	 centres,	 occupied	 student	 houses	 that	 can	 not	 get	 a	
contract	with	 an	 internet	 provider.	 But	well,	 this	 is	 how	 it	works	 in	Rome.	
However,	there	are	places	where	it	is	not	like	this,	for	instance	in	Pisa.	Now,	
an	 heterogenous	 group	 can	 create	 issues	 of	 various	 nature.	 I	 think	 this	 is	
obvious	in	a	way:	the	more	the	community	grows	the	more	the	people	who	
are	part	of	 it	are	diverse,	and	this	might	cause	 frictions.	There	can	be	some	
real	pains	in	the	neck,	and	these	are	normally	isolated	after	a	while,	because	
nobody	wants	to	deal	with	them.	And	then,	there	can	be	different	groups	who	
just	have	divergent	opinions.	However,	I	must	say	that	eventually,	on	critical	
issues	 that	 regard	 the	 network,	 we	 always	 manage	 to	 converge	 on	 the	 best	
solution,	because	the	network	 is	 the	most	 important	thing	 in	the	end.	 	 I	 don’t	
know	how	long	this	will	keep	going,	I	can	only	say	that	I	think	this	must	work,	
otherwise	why	are	all	these	people	even	putting	any	effort	in	the	construction	of	
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such	thing?	I	believe	that	the	more	we	responsibilise	the	users,	and	the	more	
we	decentralise	 the	network,	 the	 less	people	will	depend	on	one	person	or	
one	 group	 that	 go	 around	 installing	 the	 infrastructure	 and	 doing	
maintenance.	In	this	sense,	the	network	regulates	itself.	 
Cosenza:	 Yeah,	 definitely	 here	we	 haven’t	 started	 the	 Ninux	 project	 for	 a	
specifically	political	reason,	but	I	would	say	that	the	awareness	of	the	impact	
that	 technologies	 have	 on	 society	 has	 always	 been	 there,	 and	 has	 been	
growing	over	time.	Therefore,	on	one	side	we	like	to	experiment,	on	the	other	
side	we	would	like	to	think	that	the	technology	that	we	realise	can	benefit	the	
entire	community.	 
For	instance,	in	a	town	nearby	someone	decided	to	make	a	garbage	dump,	so	
we	 occupied	 the	 place.	 This	 place	 is	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 nowhere	 in	 the	
mountains,	and	we	needed	 internet	connection	to	communicate	and	update	
others	about	what	was	happening.	 In	 less	 than	thirty	hours	we	managed	to	
build	a	sort	of	portable	kit	to	establish	the	connection,	consisting	in	a	router,	
an	antenna,	 and	a	 cable.	And	 from	 that	experience	 this	nomad	 tool	 is	born,	
and	it	keeps	moving	from	place	to	place	where	it	is	needed	essentially,	I	don’t	
even	know	where	 it	 is	now! You	can	very	well	see	how	technologies	of	 this	
type	allow	 to	 solve,	 even	 if	only	 temporarily,	 the	 issue	of	 the	digital	divide,	
too.	 
The	truth	is	that,	for	about	one	and	half	year	it	was	just	an	enormous	work	of	
setting	up	node	after	node	after	node.	Cosenza	is,	at	the	moment,	the	second	
largest	 Ninux	 community	 in	 Italy	 after	 Rome.	 Initially,	 though,	 very	 few	
people	would	do	anything	with	it,	not	even	me!	Then,	one	day	I	installed	this	
open	source	chat	software	that	encrypts	all	 the	conversations	and	 files	 that	
you	exchange,	and	in	the	time	of	a	few	hours,	I	started	enjoying	Ninux	for	real.	
I	mean,	 if	you	 think	 that,	 currently,	only	3%	of	 the	 traffic	on	 the	 internet	 is	
encrypted,	you	can	see	how	advantageous	Ninux	can	be.	None	of	the	data	that	
you	exchange	on	Ninux	ever	goes	through	internet,	and	even	if	internet	shuts	
down	all	of	a	sudden,	it	wouldn’t	affect	Ninux	at	all.	Encryption	works	and	the	
tools	are	there.	 
(Via	 Skype	 from	Reggio	 Calabria):	Here	 in	Reggio	 the	 number	 of	 nodes	 is	
growing.	However,	 the	community	around	the	project	 is	not	growing	at	 the	
same	pace,	and	so	the	project	as	a	whole	is	not	going	really	the	way	we	would	
like,	but	hopefully	things	will	change.	 

	

What	 seems	 to	 emerge	 from	 these	 interviews	 is	 that	 regardless	 of	 the	 political	

orientation	of	the	subjects	involved,	enthusiasm	is	a	much	stronger	motivator	that	animates	

the	activity	of	the	members	of	the	community.	It	is	as	if	the	infrastructure	becomes	the	focal	

point	for	the	modulation	of	affective	intensities.	Again,	hope	can	be	identified	as	one	of	the	

catalysts	that	aggregates	bodies:	the	hope	to	benefit	the	broader	community	or	the	hope	to	

find	a	middle	ground	where	people	can	meet.	It	is	the	hope	that	“things	will	change”.	Hope	

circulates	 among	 the	 members	 having	 the	 potential	 to	 enact	 various	 collectivities	 and	 it	

congeals	 in	the	construction	of	the	technology	that	underpins	the	emergence	of	the	whole	
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structure	 of	 the	 network.45	The	 example	 of	 Ninux	 is	 incredibly	 productive	 to	 explain	 the	

working	of	affects.	Whatever	the	affects	generated	by	the	encounter	with	the	technological	

object,	 taken	 together	 they	 constitue	 what	 Deleuze	 calls	 “a	 kind	 of	 melodic	 line	 of	

continuous	variation”	(1988,	p.	49).	The	variation	in	the	capacity	of	this	specific	tehnology-

supported	 body	 for	 politics	 changes,	 and	 it	 opens	 the	 future	 to	 possibilities.	 Hence,	

Spinoza’s	 declaration	 of	 ignorance	 “we	 still	 do	 not	 know	what	 a	 body	 can	 do”	 (where	 by	

body	 we	 do	 not	 only	 mean	 “human	 body”).	 The	 politics	 of	 affect	 consists,	 precisely,	 in	

understanding	 the	 world	 as	 an	 ongoing	 process	 of	 transformation.	 It	 consists	 in	

reconsidering	 the	world	 as	working	 through	 intensities	 that	 are	 an	aspect	of	 life	 itself.	 In	

this	 sense,	 change	 and	 openness	 are	 probably	 the	 primary	 political	 aspects	 of	 affect.	 The	

concept	of	affect	is	politically	oriented,	in	that	it	is	proto-political.	This	mean	that	it	needs	to	

be	considered	as	a	capacity	for	the	emergence	of	new	possibilities,	as	“concerning	the	first	

stirring	of	 the	political”	 that	needs	 to	be	brought	out	 (Massumi,	2015,	 ix).	The	 concept	of	

affect	concerns	relations	in	the	making;	this	is	its	political	significance.		

Whatever	 the	motivators,	 forces	 and	 affective	 intensities	 that	 are	 different	 at	 different	

times	 and	 in	 different	 spaces	 appear	 to	 modify	 the	 capacities	 of	 the	 bodies	 involved	 –	

human	and	nonhuman	–	 to	affect	and	be	affected	 in	a	 continuous	 flows	of	 intensities	and	

passions	that	seem	to	never	congeal	in	a	fixed	form.			

	

Conclusion  
 
This	Chapter	has	focussed	on	the	complexity	of	the	relations	between	technology,	space	

and	bodies	and	on	 the	potential	of	 this	arrangement	 for	politics:	 that	 is,	 a	 capacity	 to	ask	

new	problems	by	making	new	subjects	and	objects	emerge	for	politics	(Manning,	Massumi	

and	 Lazzarato,	 2009,	 p.	 8).	 Using	 hackmeeting	 as	 a	 point	 of	 entry	 into	 the	 analysis,	 this	

Chapter	has	argued	 that	 the	process	of	becoming-common	 responds	 to	a	 complex	 logic	of	

relations	 between	 organically	 and	 inorganically	 organised	 affects.	 It	 has	 claimed	 that	 the	

problematic	 lies	no	 longer	 in	the	human	subject	only	and	 in	 its	capacity	to	affect	but	goes	

beyond	 its	agency	 to	encompass	 the	broader	environment,	as	Postma	pointed	out:	 “There	

are	other	ways	of	constituting	subjectivities	when	technology	is	involved,	and	this	requires	

a	consideration	of	the	hybrid	ways	in	which	collectives	are	constituted”	(2010).	 

																																																								
45	I	will	return	on	the	concept	of	network	in	the	5th	Chapter	of	this	thesis.	
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In	 this	Chapter,	 I	claimed	that	hackmeeting	can	be	conceptualised	as	an	event	 in	 that	 it	

brings	about	specific	new	conditions	of	possibility	that	do	not	depend	on	the	intentions	of	

the	human	 subjects	only,	 but	on	 the	 interaction	of	multiple	 affective	bodies	 –	human	and	

nonhuman.	Drawing	on	the	concept	of	affective	atmosphere	elaborated	by	Teresa	Brennan,	

the	 Chapter	 argued	 further	 that	 the	 interaction	 of	 humans	 and	 technology,	 in	 the	 case	 of	

hackmeeting,	contributes	to	shaping	a	space	that	is	conducive	of	collaborative	practices,	and	

that	 affect	 bodies’	 capacities	 to	 act.	 Furthermore,	 drawing	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 affect	

elaborated	on	by	Spinoza	and	other	 scholars,	 this	Chapter	has	 looked	 to	 incorporate	data	

collected	in	the	fieldwork	into	the	analysis	of	the	affective	capacities	of	technical	objects.		

Specifically,	 the	 Chapter	 has	 argued	 that	 Freepto	 and	 Tails	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	

materialisations	 of	 the	affective	 reality	 of	 surveillance	 that	 congeals	 in	 the	 felt	 reality	 not	

only	of	fear	and	paranoia,	but	also	of	trust	and	collaboration.	Moreover,	it	has	claimed	that	

the	increase	or	decrease	in	the	affective	capacity	of	the	wireless	community	network	Ninux	

depends	on	the	modulation	of	the	affective	intensities	of	both	the	technology	used	and	the	

community	of	 reference.	 In	 closing,	 this	Chapter	has	 focussed	on	 the	potential	of	affective	

spatial-technological-human	 arrangements	 to	 affect	 the	 production	 of	 spaces	 of	

collaboration,	 and	most	 importantly,	 to	 shaping	 and	 enabling	 action	 toward	 a	 commons-

based	 politics.	 In	 the	 next	 Chapter,	 I	 further	 analyse	 the	 concept	 of	 affects	 in	 relation	 to	

technologies	in	terms	of	making	memory. 
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CHAPTER	FOUR:	Technologies	of	making-time	
	

The	 archivist,	 even	 more	 than	 the	 historian	 and	 the	 political	 scientist,	 tends	 to	 be	
scrupulous	 about	 his	 neutrality,	 and	 to	 see	 his	 job	 as	 a	 technical	 job,	 free	 from	 the	
nasty	 world	 of	 political	 interest:	 a	 job	 of	 collecting,	 sorting,	 preserving,	 making	
available,	 the	 records	of	 the	 society.	But	 I	will	 stick	by	what	 I	 have	 said	about	other	
scholars,	and	argue	that	the	archivist,	in	subtle	ways,	tends	to	perpetuate	the	political	
and	 economic	 status	 quo	 simply	 by	 going	 about	 his	 ordinary	 business.	 His	 supposed	
neutrality	 is,	 in	 other	 words,	 a	 fake.	 If	 so,	 the	 rebellion	 of	 the	 archivist	 against	 his	
normal	role	is	not,	as	so	many	scholars	fear,	the	politicising	of	a	neutral	craft,	but	the	
humanising	of	an	inevitably	political	craft	(Howard	Zinn,	1977). 

																																																																																									 
	

In	 looking	 further	 at	 alternative	 practices	 of	 technology	 production,	 this	 Chapter	

considers	 specifically	 the	 workings	 of	 affects	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 production	 of	 grassroots	

technologies	 of	 memory	 through	 non-representational	 analysis.	 It	 analyses	 how	

technologies	of	making	memory	are	 imbricated	with	 social	 and	 collective	practices	of	 the	

groups	 investigated	and	how	 these	affect	processes	of	becoming-common.	More	precisely,	

this	 section	 will	 consider	 several	 aspects	 leading	 to	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 case	 studies	

encountered	in	the	field.	

First,	I	review	the	idea	of	collective	or	social	memory	and	its	relevance	to	the	process	of	

identity	 formation.	 The	Chapter	moves	 then	 into	 the	debate	 around	 the	nature	 of	 history	

and	 its	 relation	 to	 memory.	 I	 continue	 with	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 technology	 of	 making	

memory	developed	by	some	of	the	grassroots	political	groups	that	I	have	encountered	in	my	

fieldwork	and	consider	how	these	might	affect	the	production	of	historical	narratives.	

In	 the	 last	 part	 of	 the	 Chapter,	 I	 further	 clarify	 the	 relationship	 between	 affect	 and	

emotions,	outlined	in	the	previous	Chapter,	drawing	on	Sara	Ahmed's	work.	Following	her	

work,	 the	 Chapter	 analyses	 how	 affects	 and	 emotions	 work	 through	 the	 preservation	 of	

objects	of	memory	and	the	production	of	memory	narratives,	as	well	as	how	the	particular	

technology	 used	 in	 these	 projects	 amplifies	 the	 circulation	 of	 affects	 that	 are	 attached	 to	

such	objects.	

In	 looking	at	how	 the	 intersection	of	 emotions,	 technology	and	 time	affect	moments	of	

becoming-common,	 I	 introduce	 in	 this	 Chapter	 the	 idea	 of	 restorative	 politics	 (Ahmed,	

2004).	 I	 interpret	 restorative	 politics,	 in	 this	 case,	 as	 the	 possibility	 of	 healing	 that	 can	

emerge	 by	 making	 pain	 and	 injustice	 politically	 productive	 of	 technology	 for	 becoming-

common.	 To	 conclude,	 I	 argue	 that	 this	 type	 of	 technology	 is	 emancipatory	 and	 builds	

political	capacity	to	act	collectively	and	resist.				
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Collective Memory and Grassroots Politics  
 

Bologna,	June	29,	2014 

Today	is	the	last	day	of	hackmeeting.	I	walk	over	to	xm24	in	the	afternoon	to	meet	with	

other	 activists	 who	 are	 interested	 in	 taking	 part	 in	 my	 research.	 There	 are	 no	 talks	

scheduled	 for	 the	 day,	 only	 the	 general	 closing	meeting	 to	 be	 held	 later	 in	 the	 day	 to	

settle	 accounts	 of	 the	 event	 and	 discuss	 plans	 for	 the	 next	 hackmeeting.	 As	 I	 walk	

through	the	doorway,	I	notice	I	don't	hear	the	loud	buzz	of	the	previous	day.	It's	Sunday,	

and	many	people	have	already	left	the	city	to	go	back	home.	There	are	people	removing	

their	 tents,	 while	 others	 pack	 up	 their	 gear	 and	 get	 ready	 to	 go.	 I	 walk	 towards	 the	

billboard	where	some	activists	of	the	collective	AvANa	from	Rome	are	talking	with	some	

of	the	collective	Msack-hacklab	from	Naples.	I	make	plans	with	them	to	meet	in	the	next	

months	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 projects	 they've	 presented	 at	 hackmeeting	 –	 Freepto	 and	

Colibri.	 There	 is	 another	 person	 I	 want	 to	 talk	 with	 before	 I	 leave	 xm24.	 It's	 the	

inquisitive	activist	my	friend	introduced	me	to.	I'm	looking	for	him,	but	he	is	not	there;	

luckily,	I	have	his	email	address.	Time	to	leave	the	scene	and	make	plans	to	continue	my	

fieldwork. 

	

	

Figure	7:	Flyer,	Sherwood	Festival	

	

In	this	section,	I	explore	the	concept	of	memory	that,	as	I	will	explain	later,	is	crucial	for	

the	production	of	grassroots	technology.	I	argue,	in	fact,	that	the	practices	of	recording	and	

maintaining	 grassroots	 groups	 memory	 contribute	 to	 what	 Lazzarato	 has	 defined	 as	

moments	of	becoming-common	(2009,	p.	6).		

Memory	is	a	process	of	encoding	events	in	particular	ways	and	retrieving	them	to	serve	

specific	purposes	(Wertsch	and	Boyer,	2009,	p.	11).	It	is	then	a	process	of	high	relevance	in	

both	individual	and	collective	terms.	In	fact,	memory	is	a	crucial	process	in	the	construction	



	 120	

of	self-identity	as	well	as	a	critical	component	for	the	creation	of	shared	cultural	norms	and	

values,	and	for	the	creation	of	historical	awareness.	

For	the	purpose	of	this	thesis,	I	am	particularly	interested	in	the	importance	of	memory	

in	 the	 process	 of	 becoming-common	 and	 of	 creating	 a	 collective	 identity.	 Inevitably,	 the	

process	 of	 constructing	 a	 collective	 identity	 builds	 on	 the	 cooperation	 of	 individuals	 to	

create	 a	 common.	However,	while	 acknowledging	 the	 importance	 of	 individual	memories,	

perceptions	and	interpretations	in	this	process,	these	will	not	be	the	primary	focus	of	this	

Chapter.	 This	 analysis	 is	 more	 concerned	 with	 the	 social	 and	 collective	 dimension	 of	

memory.	 A	 review	 of	 the	 vast	 literature	 on	memory	 is	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 analysis.	

However,	it	is	important	to	outline	the	meaning	of	the	concept	of	“collective	memory”	that	

will	be	a	central	idea	in	this	Chapter.	

	

SherwoodDocX: memory is a collective mechanism  
 

		Padua,	July	2014 

From	June	11	to	July	19	Padua	is	hosting	the	Sherwood	Festival,	as	it	has	for	about	two	

decades	 now.	 Sherwood	 Festival	 is	 an	 independent	 festival	 which	 emerged	 from	 the	

radio	 collective	 that	 bears	 the	 same	 name:	 Radio	 Sherwood.	 Radio	 Sherwood	 began	

broadcasting	 in	 1976,	 and	 it	 has	 since	 been	 an	 important	 reference	 point	 for	 the	

antagonist	 autonomous	 movement,	 especially	 in	 the	 north-east	 of	 Italy.	 After	

hackmeeting,	I	organise	a	plan	to	reach	some	of	the	activists	involved	in	the	antagonist	

movement	there.	I	manage	to	get	in	touch	with	them	through	friends	and	we	decide	to	

meet	at	the	festival	where	some	of	them	are	helping	as	volunteers. 

	

	

The	Festival	 is	hosted	 in	a	 large	park,	Parco	Euganeo	that	 is	 located	slightly	out	of	 town	

and	is	a	little	difficult	to	reach	without	a	car.	I	decide	to	hire	a	bike	and	ride	to	the	park.	It's	

early	evening.	Once	 there,	 I	walk	around	 to	 find	 the	 restaurant	where	Bruno	 told	me	 to	

meet	him.	He	is	helping	in	the	kitchen,	so	I	ask	the	guy	behind	the	counter	if	I	can	talk	to	

him:	he	tells	me	to	wait	there,	then	walks	through	the	door	behind	him,	and	comes	back	

with	Bruno.	We	introduce	ourselves	then	he	tells	me	that	unfortunately	another	volunteer	

unexpectedly	was	not	there	and	he	could	not	leave	the	kitchen	for	another	couple	of	hours.	

However,	he	walks	with	me	to	 find	another	member,	Daniele,	who	had	kindly	offered	to	
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help	me	with	my	research	and	goes	back	to	the	restaurant	where	I	will	meet	him	in	a	few	

hours.	We	walk	to	a	 food	stall	with	Daniele,	buy	something	to	eat	and	then	sit	 in	a	quiet	

place,	 far	 from	the	crowd,	where	I	can	record	our	conversation	–	to	which	he	has	kindly	

agreed	 to.	 Daniele	 has	 interesting	 positions	 on	 the	 politics	 of	 communication	 of	 “the	

movement”	 that	 sometimes	 differ	 significantly	 from	 the	 positions	 of	 the	 hackmeeting	

community	 (I	will	 talk	more	about	 this	 interview	 in	 the	 following	Chapter).	After	a	 long	

conversation	on	"the	movement"	and	its	politics	of	technology	and	communication,	which	

lasted	 almost	 two	 hours,	 Daniele	 informs	me	 that	 a	World	 Cup	 soccer	 game	 is	 starting	

soon	(a	big	screen	has	been	set	up	for	the	audience	to	follow	the	Brazil	World	Cup),	so	he	

walks	with	me	to	the	bookshop.	Here,	 I	am	introduced	to	two	other	media	activists	who	

offer	to	help	with	my	research	(Veronica	and	Arianna),	and	Daniele	shows	me	a	flyer	of	the	

project	SHERWOODdocX:	memory	is	a	collective	mechanism:	 “We	are	hoping	 to	be	able	 to	

put	together	a	bit	of	money	in	the	form	of	a	grant,	so	we	can	maybe	employ	a	student	to	

help	us	catalogue	the	material	we	will	gather.	This	is	a	very	important	project	for	us”.	

	

	

	
Figure	8:	Memory	is	a	collective	mechanism	(Sherwood.it)	
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A	project	of	collection	and	dissemination	of	multimedia	materials	of	the	Movement	

through	the	eyes	of	the	Sherwood	Forest,	since	1974. 

This	 project	 has	 been	 in	 our	 minds	 for	 a	 while	 now:	 to	 put	 together	
flashbacks	 that	 can	give	us	back	situations,	 images,	newspapers,	music	 that	
accompanied	the	life,	the	sociality,	the	struggles	of	the	generations	that	have	
traversed	 the	 social	 movements,	 from	 the	 1970s	 to	 the	 present	 day.	 Four	
decades	of	movements	that	we	want	to	look	at,	through	the	eyes	of	those	who	
have	 seen,	 lived	 and	 built	 the	 movement,	 starting	 this	 long	 journey	 from	
Sherwood	Forest,	our	common	home.	[...] What	we	would	like	to	propose	is	a	
generous	work	of	sharing:	look	and	rummage	in	the	shelves,	in	your	closets,	
in	 the	 boxes	 in	 the	 living	 room	 and	 in	 the	 basements	 to	 find	 materials,	
writings,	audio,	sounds,	photos	and	video	that	can	become	the	first	steps,	that	
can	 be	 the	 first	 pieces	 of	 a	 jigsaw	 of	 a	 collective	 path.	 This	 is	 defined,	
pompously	 elsewhere,	 as	 "historical	 memory"	 but	 put	 quite	 simply	 is	 the	
documentation	 of	 our	 –	 not	 their	 –	 lives,	 as	we	 perceived	 and	 internalised	
them,	 and	 we	 hope	 we	 could	 obtain	 a	 storage	 of	 suggestions	 for	 possible	
subsequent	 developments	 and	 research,	 for	 individual	 and	 collective	
entertainment. 

There	 is,	 therefore,	 no	 claim	 to	 be	 historians,	 to	 be	 comprehensive,	 or	 to	
philologically	 document	 the	 various	 aspects	 of	 our	 past,	 near	 and	 far,	 but	
simply	to	offer	glimpses	of	everyday	life,	of	a	social	reality	intensely	lived,	in	
first	 person,	 from	 those	 generations	 of	 political	 subjectivity	 that	 have	 lived	
through	these	four	decades	of	movement.	(Sherwood	Festival,	2014). 

 

Sherwood's	project	on	collective	memory	provides	 the	opportunity	 to	enter	 the	debate	

on	the	issue	of	collective	memory	and	of	memory	as	a	contested	terrain.	In	this	section,	I	will	

look	 into	 these	 aspects	 in	 detail.	 The	 concept	 of	 "collective	 memory"	 has	 been	 of	 great	

interest	for	many	disciplines,	beginning	with	philosophy	(see	Henri	Bergson,	2004	[1912])	

and	 sociology	 (see	 Emile	 Durkheim,	 1912),	 and	 later	 for	 history	 (see	 Marc	 Bloch,	 1962;	

Lucien	 Febvre,	 1973)	 and	 psychoanalysis	 (see	 Jung,	 1972;	 Freud,	 1913,	 1967	 [1939]).46	

Although	works	 following	 these	 thinkers	have	 taken	various	directions,	 the	contemporary	

use	of	the	term	"collective	memory"	is	largely	attributed	to	the	sociologist	Halbwachs.	

Halbwachs	sees	memory	as	variable	rather	than	constant	and,	while	acknowledging	that	

the	 act	 of	 remembering	 is	 an	 individual	 process,	 he	 argues	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 for	

individuals	to	remember	in	a	coherent	way	outside	of	their	group	contexts;	these	are	what	

he	 calls	 the	 necessary	 social	 frameworks	 of	 individual	memory	 (1992	 [1952]).	 The	 act	 of	

remembering	then	takes	place	within	a	social	context	that	involves	materialities,	intensities,	

symbols	and	not	simply	individuals'	neurological	processes	of	recording	and	retrieving.	As	

much	 as	 collective	 memory	 can	 be	 invoked	 as	 a	 shared	 process	 of	 remembering	 that	
																																																								
46	These	approaches	are	all	discussed	by	Olick,	Vinitzky-Seroussi	and	Levy	(2011).	
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connects	 individuals	 into	 the	 constitution	 of	 collectives,	 the	 same	 concept	 can	 also	 be	

strategically	used	as	a	way	of	making	a	community.	In	fact,	the	idea	of	a	"collective	memory"	

is	often	summoned	and	re-presented	to	serve	specific	identity	projects.	In	this	respect,	the	

sociologist	 Jeffrey	 Olick	 offers	 an	 interesting	 development	 of	 Halbwachs'	 definition,	 by	

differentiating	between	"collected"	memory,	that	 is	the	aggregated	individual	memories	of	

members	of	a	group	that	can	be	researched	through	surveys	and	oral	history	collection,	and	

"collective"	memory	which	is	the	public	manifestation	as	mythology,	tradition	and	heritage	

(1992,	 p.	 338-342).	 This	 is	 never	 a	 linear	 process:	 rather,	 it	 often	 involves	 conflicts	 and	

negotiations.	Memory	can	become,	then,	a	politicised	matter	and,	to	the	extent	that	it	works	

toward	shaping	social	and	collective	identity,	it	is	also	a	highly	contested	terrain.	Therefore,	

as	Haug	explains,	 to	undertake	memory	work	 is	a	kind	of	political	 act	because	 it	brings	a	

different	 past	 into	 the	 present	 (in	 Worcman	 and	 Garde-Hansen,	 2016,	 p.	 24).	 Linguistic	

mediation	in	the	form	of	narratives	plays	a	fundamental	role	in	the	process	of	remembering	

and	 re-presenting	 the	 past.	 As	 Wertsch	 points	 out:	 "What	 makes	 collective	 memory	

collective	is	the	fact	that	members	of	a	group	share	the	same	narrative	resources”	(2009,	p.	

120).			

Embodied	practices	are	forms	of	mediation	that	equally	deserve	attention	in	the	debate	

around	modes	 of	 remembering	 the	 past.	 Sensorial	 experiences	 can	 frame	 the	 process	 of	

remembering	and	work	toward	shaping	self-identity	and	social	relationships.	The	body	can	

be	an	extremely	powerful	tool	to	record	memories	as	well	as	foster	a	sense	of	belonging	or	

un-belonging.	As	a	personal	medium,	the	body	stabilises	memories	through	habituation	and	

reinforces	 them	 through	 the	 power	 of	 affect	 (Assmann,	 1999,	 p.	 12).	 Furthermore,	

memories	 can	 be	 physically	 stored	 in	 places	 that	may	 help	 to	 preserve	memories	 across	

phases	of	cultural	forgetting.	Therefore,	the	affective	and	corporeal	dimensions	of	collective	

remembering	 and	 preserving	 deserve	 much	 attention.	 For	 instance,	 in	 his	 seminal	 work	

How	 Societies	 Remember	 (1989),	 Paul	 Connerton	 points	 out	 that	 there	 are	 two	 ways	 in	

which	 memory	 can	 operate:	 cognitive	 and	 performative.	 These	 correspond	 to	 the	 act	 of	

remembering	 and	 rituals	 and	 embodied	 practices,	 notably	 habitual	 actions,	 which	

contribute	 to	 the	 inscription	 of	 memory	 in	 tradition.	 His	 analysis	 views	 the	 body	 as	

performing	 actions	 that	 do	 not	 necessarily	 involve	 conscious	 attention.	 In	 this	 way,	

memories	sediment	in	the	body	and	become	habitual,	even	if	they	slip	from	consciousness	

(1989,	 p.	 102).	 It	 means	 that	 there	 is	 a	 whole	 array	 of	 extra-verbal	 and	 extra-cognitive	

mechanisms	involved	in	the	process	of	memory	making	(that	are	also	fundamental	for	the	

discourse	 around	 the	 mediation	 of	 memories)	 which	 will	 be	 further	 addressed	 in	 this	
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Chapter.			

Doing	memory	work	then	demands	an	attitude	and	commitment	to	look	for	stories	and	

sources	 of	memory	 in	 places	 that	 institutional	 accounts	would	want	 to	 be	 forgotten.47	In	

fact,	as	sites	that	are	endowed	with	memorial	significance,	places	serve	as	the	grounding	for	

collective	memory	 by	 lending	 their	 capacity	 to	 persist	 to	 that	which	would	 otherwise	 be	

transient.	Groups	actively	construct	social	practices	through	materiality	and	fashion	space	

to	create	a	social	geography	of	memorial	significance.	However,	collective	memories	can	be	

endangered	by	generations’	decline	of	 interest	and	official	denials.	So,	 in	the	 face	of	rising	

nationalism	and	neoliberalism,	remembering	is	increasingly	becoming	an	act	of	resistance,	

and	doing	memory	work	is	to	be	considered	as	a	political	act	rather	than	a	neutral	activity.		

Certain	scholars	claim	that	there	is	an	increasing	obsession	in	contemporary	society	with	

issues	 of	 memory	 and	 history	 and	 an	 excessive	 desire	 to	 display	 such	 issues	 in	 public	

contexts	(Doss,	2008,	p.	8).	Others	claim	that	 the	 increasing	 interest	 in	memory	studies	 is	

merely	part	of	the	so-called	"memory	industry"	that	has	arisen	in	response	to	the	"memory	

boom"	 started	 around	 the	 seventies	 and	 which	 is	 destined	 to	 decline	 (Rosenfeld,	 2009;	

Winter,	 2006;	 Berliner,	 2005;	 Klein	 2000;	 Lowenthal	 1998;	 Maier,	 1993).	 These	 are	

certainly	 to	 be	 taken	 into	 account	 as	 significant	 issues	 in	 contemporary	 culture	 if	 we	

consider	memory	as	 entangled	with	 the	broader	operations	of	power	 in	 society.	The	way	

memories	 are	 evoked	 and	 tailored	 to	 serve	 specific	 needs	 in	 the	 present	 can	 be	 very	

controversial	 and	 official	 ceremonies	 can	 embody	 contested	 aspirations	 to	 remembrance	

and	reconciliation.	Conversely,	"not	forgetting"	is	hardly	the	way	that	leads	to	a	process	of	

healing.	 Indeed,	 forgetting	 is	 an	 automatic,	 physiological	mechanism	 that	 occurs	 to	 allow	

individuals	 and	 communities	 to	 move	 forward	 in	 the	 process	 of	 construction	 of	 their	

identity,	and	to	make	a	place	for	new	ideas	and	information.	However,	strategic	policies	of	

forgetting,	 more	 often	 than	 not,	 correspond	 to	 broader,	 deliberate	 hegemonic	 designs	

aspiring	 to	 the	making	 of	 communities.	 Collective	 amnesia	 can	 manifest	 under	 different	

forms	 such	 as	 silence	 in	 the	narratives	 and	 an	 absence	 of	 places	 and	buildings	 (Vinitzky-

Seroussi	and	Teeger,	2010).	These	are	critical	issues	to	examine	when	doing	memory	work.	

In	this	sense,	the	right	to	remember	is	to	be	interpreted	as	the	right	to	break	the	silence	and	

remember	through	the	preservation	of	sources,	places,	and	practices	of	sociality.		

It	 is	 then	necessary	 to	 look	 at	memory	 and	memory	work	 through	 the	 activist	 lens,	 as	

well	as	 the	work	of	grassroots	political	groups.	 In	 their	recent	work,	Karen	Worcman	and	

																																																								
47	I	 refer	here	 to	neoliberal	 institutions	 such	as	 the	government	 and	other	public	 services	 that	 structure	 social	 order	 and	 seek	 to	

govern	individual	and	social	behaviours	following	a	logic	of	domination	rather	than	emancipation.		
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Joanne	Garde-Hansen	investigate	social	memory	technology	for	creative	and	critical	action,	

especially	in	situations	where	history	and	sources	are	contested	(2016).	They	look	at	how	

what	they	call	the	micro	(the	individual,	personal	and	vernacular	stories)	and	the	meso	(the	

social	 movements,	 organisations	 and	 contexts)	 levels	 of	 memory	 can	 work	 together.	

Interestingly,	they	approach	the	issue	of	the	right	to	memory	on	both	of	these	levels,	arguing	

that	it	is	a	person's	right	to	share	memories,	that	is	to	become	part	of	social	memory	–	that	

has	a	cost	in	terms	of	time,	money,	training,	skills,	and	emotional	labour	–	and	that	much	of	

this	is	often	delivered	and	facilitated	by	social	movements,	academic	research	projects,	and	

community	projects	(2016,	p.	40).	Furthermore,	Pierre	Nora	introduced	the	interesting	key	

paradigm	of	remembering	not	just	as	a	right	but	as	act	protest.	As	he	explains:	

 

[...]	 Unlike	 history,	 which	 has	 always	 been	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 public	
authorities,	of	scholars	and	specialised	peer	groups,	memory	has	acquired	all	
the	new	privileges	and	prestige	of	a	popular	protest	movement	(2002,	p.	6). 

 

 

Nora	 seems	 to	 suggest	 a	 reading	 of	 history	 as	 opposed	 to	 memory.	 While,	 as	 Nora	

suggests,	 it	 has	 long	 been	 the	 case	 that	 the	 discipline	 of	 history	 has	 been	 in	 the	 hand	 of	

specialised	groups,	the	analysis	that	will	follow	in	this	Chapter	tries	to	overcome	this	binary	

opposition	 between	 history	 and	memory.	 In	 fact,	 if,	 as	 mentioned	 earlier,	 narratives	 are	

fundamental	 in	 the	 process	 of	 remembering	 and	 forgetting,	 then	 it	 is	 important	 to	

emphasise	that	the	work	of	historians	can	also	be	reclaimed	from	"authorities,	scholars	and	

specialised	peer	groups"	and	that	counter-narratives	in	the	form	of	counter-history	can	be	

produced	and	enriched	with	the	incorporation	of	collective	memories.	It	is	then	important	

to	outline	a	theory	of	history	that	underpins	the	work	that	will	follow	in	this	Chapter.	I	will	

do	this	before	moving	into	the	analysis	of	the	collective	nature	of	memory	and	the	process	

of	 preserving	 memories,	 interpreted	 as	 everyday	 acts	 of	 resilience	 that	 can	 lead	 to	 the	

production	of	counter-narratives.	

 

Notes for a Theory of Counter-history 
 
A	 study	 of	 history	 as	 a	 system	 of	 knowledge	 is	 fundamental	 to	 an	 understanding	 of	

power,	how	it	works	and	is	reproduced	in	society,	as	well	as	for	an	understanding	of	how	

history	can	effectively	become	a	means	to	challenge	the	status	of	knowledge.	Critiques	of	the	

nature	of	history,	its	status,	and	its	usefulness	for	society	and	the	present	times	have	been	at	
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the	centre	of	ongoing	debates.	I	argue	that	the	work	performed	by	certain	political	groups	in	

Italy	as	custodians	of	specific	records	and	as	producers	of	differential	historical	narratives	

contributes	to	these	debates	and	helps	shed	light	on	the	workings	of	power	in	society.	

As	a	discourse	that	can	shape	power	relations	in	society,	history	is	used	to	serve	different	

purposes	 in	 the	 present.	 Hence,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 and	 unveil	 how	 specific	

historical	 narratives	 represent	 the	 past	 and	 how	 they	 operate.	 The	 narrative	 of	 progress	

underlying	the	idea	of	history	as	presented	by	the	Enlightenment	project	has	encountered	

many	 critiques,	 elaborated	 by	 scholars	 of	 modernity	 and	 postmodernity.	 These	 have	

brought	about	a	deconstruction	of	the	teleological	 idea	of	history	and	a	growing	suspicion	

towards	grand	narratives	and	descriptions	of	the	world	that	are	in	search	of	the	truth	and	

can	explain	everything	 (Marriott	 and	Claus,	2012,	p.	 92).	As	Walter	Benjamin	puts	 it:	 “To	

articulate	 what	 past	 is,	 does	 not	 mean	 to	 recognise	 how	 it	 really	 was.	 It	 means	 to	 take	

control	of	a	memory,	as	it	flashes	in	a	moment	of	danger”	(1940,	p.	3).	The	type	of	history	

that	these	groups	care	not	only	to	preserve	but	also	to	produce,	relies	on	specific	memories	

that	are	under	constant	threat	of	being	erased	by	canonical	accounts	of	history,	written	by	

"the	 historical	 writers	 of	 historicism"	 as	 Benjamin	 calls	 them,	 that	 empathise	 with	 the	

victors	and	whose	historical	accounts	benefit	the	rulers	(1940,	p.	4).	The	differential	method	

of	 doing	 history	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 an	 active	 intervention	 in	 the	 contested	 realm	 of	

historical	 narratives	 and	 represents	 a	 chance	 in	 the	 "struggle	 for	 the	 suppressed	 past"	

(Benjamin,	1940,	p.	10).	Different	historical	narratives	compete	 in	a	 struggle	 to	 represent	

the	past,	and	each	of	them	represents	the	deployment	of	specific	methods	of	doing	history.	

As	Nietzsche	explains	(1873,	p.	7):	 
 
[...]	living	requires	the	services	of	history,	[however]	an	excess	of	history	can	
harm	the	living	person.	In	three	respects	history	belongs	to	the	living	person:	
it	 belongs	 to	 him	 as	 an	 active	 and	 striving	 person;	 it	 belongs	 to	 him	 as	 a	
person	who	preserves	and	admires;	it	belongs	to	him	as	a	suffering	person	in	
need	of	emancipation.	This	trinity	of	relationships	corresponds	to	a	triad	of	
methods	 of	 history,	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 one	 may	 make	 the	 distinctions,	 a	
monumental	method,	an	antiquarian	method,	and	a	critical	method. 

 

 

I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 interpret	 the	 work	 that	 the	 political	 groups	 researched	

perform	in	the	terrain	of	memory	and	history,	as	a	service	for	the	“living	person”.	Looking	at	

their	 engagement	 with	 the	 records	 and	 the	 historical	 material	 from	 the	 three	 different	

methodological	 perspectives	mentioned	 by	 Nietzsche	 in	 the	 above	 passage,	 these	 groups	

can	be	said	to	use	and	organise	sources	and	historical	material	for	different	purposes.		
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As	 much	 as	 these	 groups	 re-read	 sources	 and	 historical	 material	 to	 create	 their	 own	

heroes	and	myths,	 there	 is	a	strong	 interest	 in	challenging	the	monumentalist	approach	of	

reconsidering	the	past.	This	method	is,	in	fact,	inclined	to	present	history	as	“effect	in	itself”	

rather	 than	 effect	with	 adequate	 cause	 by	 representing	monumental	 effects,	 disregarding	

the	cause	and	the	context	of	their	emergence	(Nietzsche,	1873,	p.	9-10).	Then,	it	proposes	a	

rather	uncritical	representation	of	the	past,	as	if	the	facts	that	happened	are	then	worthy	of	

imitation	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 supposed	 grandness,	 bestowed	 by	 such	 representation	 of	

history.	 Equally	 and	 potentially	 uncritical	 is	 the	antiquarian,	 historical	 approach,	with	 its	

mania	for	collecting	anything	that	bears	traces	of	the	past.	A	critical	method	for	the	making	

of	history	 then	becomes	necessary,	and	not	because	this	will	guarantee	the	most	accurate	

and	true	representation	of	the	past.	Rather,	a	critical	approach	to	history	acknowledges	the	

existence	 of	 many	 competing	 narratives	 of	 the	 past,	 that	 exercise	 more	 or	 less	 control	

according	 to	 changing	 power	 relations	 in	 society.	 A	 critical	 approach	 is	 committed	 to	

acknowledging	 the	 existence	 of	 differing	 historical	 interpretations,	 and	 to	 a	 search	 for	

historical	 evidence	 in	 places	 and	 times	 that	 are	 forgotten;	 those	 places	 and	 times	where	

historical	waste	accumulates.		

It	could	be	argued	that	the	very	places	that	host	alternative	archives	and	libraries,	as	well	

as	the	records	themselves	which	are	preserved	there,	embody	this	challenging	and	critical	

evaluation	of	historical	 sources	 that	 these	groups	 care	 to	pursue.	They	produce	historical	

narratives	 of	 marginality,	 oppression,	 non-conformism,	 a	 “history	 from	 below”	 as	 it	 has	

been	called	by	E.	P.	Thompson	(1966).	Moreover,	 the	work	of	 these	groups	contributes	to	

the	 evolution	 of	 the	 language	 of	 history,	 a	 language	 that	 is	 aware	 of	 the	 difficulty	 to	

represent	 the	 experiences	 of	 others	 in	 terms	 adequate	 to	 its	 reality	 (White	 in	 Koselleck,	

2002,	p.	xiii).		

The	existence	of	these	places	of	memory	on-	and	off-line	-	constitute	not	only	an	active	

but	also	an	affective	intervention	in	the	modes	of	doing	historical	research	that	crosses	the	

boundaries	 of	 institutional	 historicism.	 The	 process	 of	writing	 history,	 in	 general,	 can	 be	

interpreted	 as	 affective.	 Re-appropriating	 and	 rewriting	 history	 from	 below	 can,	 all	 the	

more	so,	be	interpreted	as	an	affective	process	charged	with	potential	for	resistance,	in	that,	

the	 subjected	 groups	 reclaim	 the	 control	 of	memories,	 to	 quote	 Benjamin,	 that	 belong	 to	

them	 and	 that	 they	 contribute	 to	 making.	 In	 fact,	 this	 process	 often	 implies	 affective	

involvement	with	the	records:	that	is,	objects	of	conservation	that	were	(and	are)	materially	

produced	by	 the	 same	people	and	groups	whose	histories	 are	 treasured	and	protected	 in	

these	 loci.	 It	 also	 implies	 affective	 involvement	 with	 the	 past	 –	 a	 past	 that	 is	 recalled	
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nostalgically	both	by	those	who	were	there	and	those	(like	me,	for	instance)	who	were	not	

but,	somehow,	experience	the	continuity	of	 that	past	 in	the	present.	Memories	are	evoked	

into	affectively	charged	accounts	that	have	the	capacity	to	be	affectively	transformative	for	

the	historian	her/himself.	As	Reinhart	Koselleck	highlights	in	his	critique	of	modern	history,	

there	is	the	need	for	a	theory	of	history	that	not	only	defines	historicity	as	a	specific	mode	of	

social	 being	marked	 by	 a	 particular	 temporality,	 but	 also	 the	 necessity	 to	 historicise	 the	

historian	her/him-	 self	 as	product	of	 a	particular	 temporality	 (Koselleck,	2002).	 I	 suggest	

further	 that	historical	accounts	 that	privilege	an	approach	 from	below	and	originate	 from	

collective	experiences	and	memories	of	resistance	can	be	charged	with	affective	intensities	

that	can	shape	differential	historical	narratives.	

A	 consideration	 of	 affective	 methodologies	 might,	 in	 fact,	 offer	 new	 possibilities	 for	

learning	 about	 the	 past,	 as	 I	 will	 explain	 in	 the	 following	 pages.	 Debates	 around	 the	

possibilities	 offered	 to	 the	 discipline	 of	 history	 by	 the	 so-called	 "affective	 turn"	 in	

scholarship	have	been	going	on	for	the	past	decade.	As	Johnson	puts	 it:	"Although	various	

schools	 and	 movements	 within	 the	 discipline	 have	 introduced	 new	 approaches,	 history	

remains	a	relatively	traditional	branch	of	academia.	[...]	The	demarcation	of	what	is	(and	is	

not)	 "real"	 history	 continues,	 and	 it	 is	 the	 few,	 rather	 than	 the	majority,	 that	 break	 these	

conventions"	 (2015,	 p.	 194).	 In	 fact,	 the	 bodily	 experience	 of	 doing	 history	 has	 been	

relatively	neglected,	and	so	the	capacity	of	the	past	to	affect	historians	–	professional	or	not.	

The	engagement	with	 the	 records	and	 research	material	 in	 archives	and	other	places	 can	

have	 a	powerful	 corporeal	 component.	Moreover,	 echoing	what	has	been	 said	previously,	

historical	narratives	are	often	shaped	for	specific	purposes	in	the	present.	They	do,	indeed,	

enact	a	representation	of	the	past	rather	than	providing	just	a	reconstruction	of	it.	In	fact,	as	

Alun	 Munslow	 has	 observed:	 "while	 most	 historians	 know	 they	 construct	 the	 past,	 they	

really	 want	 it	 to	 be	 a	 reconstruction”	 (2007,	 p.	 623).	 Hence,	 historical	 research	 bears	 a	

performative	dimension	that	needs	to	be	explored.	

With	regard	to	the	subject	of	this	section,	a	remark	on	the	necessity	of	a	theory	of	history	

is	important	to	conclude	this	interval.	Epistemic	assumptions	are	at	stake	in	this	debate	on	

the	nature	of	the	past	and	of	historical	research.	These	notes	tried	to	sketch	a	brief	account	

of	a	theory	of	counter-history	that	not	only	urges	to	consider	the	critical	importance	of	what	

I	have	called	historical	waste,	but	also	the	changing	perception	of	doing	historical	research.	

Doing	 history	 can	 be	 a	 powerful	 affective	 and	 sensory	 experience,	 as	 I	will	 try	 to	 further	

explore	in	unfolding	the	narrative	of	this	Chapter.		
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On memory and history 
 

Bologna,	July	2014 

With	hackmeeting	over,	I	begin	to	arrange	ways	to	reach	the	places	that	I	had	planned	to	

visit	and	meet	the	people	who	had	agreed	to	help	with	my	research.	I	am	still	in	Bologna	

for	a	few	days	before	I	leave	for	the	Sherwood	Festival	in	Padua.	I	decide	to	get	in	touch	

with	 the	 inquisitive	 activist	 soon	 after	 hackmeeting	 in	 the	 hopes	 that	 I	 can	 arrange	 a	

meeting	with	 him.	 I	 am	 glad	 to	 get	 a	 reply	 from	 him	 and	we	 arrange	 to	meet	 at	 the	

Gramsci	 Foundation	 the	 following	 day.	 The	 Gramsci	 Foundation	 is	 one	 of	 the	 many	

public	libraries	and	study	areas	in	the	town	centre	of	Bologna.	It's	July,	and	the	students	

are	still	 in	 town	preparing	 for	 their	 last	exams	before	the	summer	break.	The	Gramsci	

Foundation	is	not	too	crowded,	however.	It's	early	afternoon,	and	the	weather	is	hot.	We	

decide	 to	 sit	 on	 the	 stairs	 just	 outside	 the	 entry;	 the	 portico	 covers	 us	 from	 the	 sun.	

Before	we	begin,	 I	 ask	 him	–	 already	doubting	 his	 answer	 could	 be	 positive	 –	 if	 I	 can	

record	our	chat:	"Absolutely	not",	he	promptly	answers.	Likewise,	I	suspect	he	will	not	

even	consider	signing	the	informant	consent	form,	but	I	try	anyway,	reassuring	him	that	

he	could	even	sign	with	his	nickname	if	that	is	a	more	suitable	option	for	him.	But	he	is	

inflexible:	“absolutely	not.”	Luckily	for	me,	he	has	no	objections	to	me	taking	notes	of	our	

conversation,	and	so	I	take	my	backup	notebook	and	pen	from	my	bag	and	write	as	fast	

as	 I	can,	 trying	to	record	as	many	details	as	possible	of	our	chat.	We	spend	more	than	

one	hour	talking,	agreeing	and	disagreeing.	He	gives	me	some	very	 insightful	 thoughts	

on	the	politics	of	technology	within	the	grassroots	political	landscape	and	an	interesting	

commentary	on	the	current	state	of	"the	movement".	Before	we	leave,	I	manage	to	ask	

him	 to	 put	 me	 in	 touch	 with	 another	 activist	 that	 I	 know	 to	 be	 well	 known	 in	 the	

community	 of	 activists	 for	 his	 involvement	 with	 Indymedia	 and	 the	 collective	 a/i.	 I	

would	 like	 to	meet	 him	 as	 he	 has	 established	 and	 currently	 curates	 the	 digital	 online	

archive	grafton	9.	

Back	at	home,	 I’m	 looking	at	my	scribbled	notes	 that	almost	make	no	sense.	My	notes	

jump	 from	 one	 topic	 to	 another	with	 no	 apparent	 connection.	 I	 try	 to	 remember	 the	

missing	pieces	and	rearrange	the	notes	in	a	logical	narrative.	 

 

As	said	in	the	previous	passage,	the	historical	research	process	can	be	a	deeply	affective	

and	 sensorial	 experience,	 and	historical	 narratives	 that	 construct	 the	past(s)	 have	 a	deep	

relationship	with	memories.	As	E.	Robinson	has	pointed	out,	“a	discreet	but	sturdy	barrier	
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has	been	erected	between	“memory”	and	“history”	on	the	grounds	that	the	first	is	affective	

and	 sensory,	 the	 second	 critical	 and	 dispassionate”	 (2010,	 p.	 505).	 However,	 a	 theory	 of	

history	 that	 accounts	 for	 the	 performative	 and	 affective	 nature	 of	 historical	 narratives	 is	

slowly	emerging.		 

Despite	 the	 tendency	 of	 some	 historians	 to	 counter-pose	memory	 and	 history,	 and	 to	

discern	a	sort	of	memory	crisis	or	decline,	memory	 is,	 in	 fact,	alive	and	well	as	a	 topic	of	

debate	(Nora	1989;	1996,	Halbwachs	1980,	Landsberg	2004).	Far	from	fading	and	ceding	

to	 historical	 scholarship,	memory	 has	 been	 sharpened	 and	 reshaped	 in	 historically	 new	

ways.	As	Assmann	states:	

	

We	are	currently	facing,	reconstructing,	and	discussing	new	forms	of	memory	
that	open	up	access	 to	 the	past	 that	 is	distinct	 from	and	complementary	 to	
that	which	 is	 provided	 by	 historical	 scholarship.	 Living	memory	 thus	 gives	
way	 to	 a	 cultural	 memory	 that	 is	 underpinned	 by	 media	 –	 by	 material	
carriers	such	as	memorials,	monuments,	museums,	and	archives.	(1999,	p.	5-
6)	

	

	It	is	then	a	matter	of	looking	at	memory	with	a	renewed	awareness,	which	exists	in	other	

methods,	 to	 retrieve	 memories	 and	 other	 ways	 to	 communicate	 them.	 Certainly,	 other	

methods	 for	making	memories	 carry	with	 them	 particular	 new	 problematics	 that	 add	 to	

other	problematics	not	new	to	the	field	of	memory.	In	fact,	while	new	forms	of	memory	are	

always	 constructed	 for	 diverse	 purposes,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 acknowledge	 that	 there	 is	 no	

self-organisation	 and	 self-regulation	 of	 cultural	 memory:	 processes	 of	 selection	 and	

manipulation	always	depend	on	personal	decisions	and	decisions	of	institutions	and	media.	

This	 process	 happens	 especially	 on	 an	 institutional	 level,	 within	 a	 deliberate	 policy	 of	

remembering	 or	 forgetting.	 As	 Assmann	 puts	 it:	 “Transposition	 from	 short-term	 to	 long-

term	 memory	 is	 a	 highly	 complex	 process	 fraught	 with	 problems:	 it	 brings	 together	

temporal	extension	with	the	threat	of	distortion,	reduction,	and	manipulation	that	can	only	

be	averted	through	continuous	public	criticism,	reflection,	and	discussion"	(1999,	p.	6).			

Despite	 the	 very	 valuable	 contribution	 to	 the	 field	 of	 memory	 studies,	 Aleida	 and	 Jan	

Assmann	 tend	 to	 repropose	 Nora's	 and	 Halbwachs'	 claim	 that	 history	 and	 memory	 are	

opposed,	in	that	the	first	refers	to	the	real	and	the	second	to	the	symbolic	(Nikulin,	2015,	p.	

11).	Instead,	echoing	previous	ideas	exposed	in	this	Chapter,	it	may	be	useful	to	consider	an	

argument	 that	 does	 not	 separate	memory	 from	 history.	 In	 fact,	 history	 and	memory	 are	

deeply	 intertwined	 in	 processes	 of	 recollection	 and	 (re)constitution	 of	 the	 past	 and	 the	

production	 of	 narratives.	 Therefore,	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 history	 is	 constituted	 cannot	 be	
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isolated	 from	 the	way	 it	 is	 preserved,	 transmitted	 and	 interpreted	 (Nikulin,	 2015,	 p.	 12).	

Dichotomies	such	as	memory/history	can	be	useful	 tools	 for	analysis,	 as	well	as	potential	

hegemonic	strategies	that	produce	top-down	historical	narratives	based	on	a	preconception	

of	history	as	universal	and	teleological.	

This	 analysis	 is	 looking,	 instead,	 at	 social	 and	 historical	 phenomena	 from	 the	

epistemological	 perspective	 that	 they	 are	 always	 caught	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 the	 mess	 that	

characterises	 culture	 and	 society. 48 	There	 exist	 many	 histories	 of	 which	 we	 are	 all	

simultaneously	part	of.	Moreover,	as	memory	is	becoming	an	 increasingly	 important	topic	

in	public	discourse,	it	also	inevitably	becomes	a	site	of	struggle	as	it	is	a	major	asset	in	the	

formation	of	identity	both	individual	and	collective.	49	This	makes	it	all	the	more	difficult	to	

disentangle	 memory	 from	 the	 broader	 issue	 of	 the	 politics	 of	 historical	 accounts.	

Furthermore,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 that	 with	 the	 fast-growing	 development	 of	 new	

technologies	 of	 communication,	 new	 types	 of	 memory	 are	 always	 produced,	 and	 these	

constitute	a	challenge	to	the	general	discourse	of	historiography.	This	Chapter	will	address	

this	issue,	in	so	far	as	technologies	of	preserving	memory	are	a	crucial	tool	in	the	production	

of	alternative	historical	narratives	of	the	grassroots	political	groups	investigated.		

Therefore,	in	clarifying	the	relationship	between	history	and	memory,	it	might	be	useful	

to	 look	 at	 Nikulin's	 thesis.	 Nikulin	 traces	 a	 distinction	 between	 collective	 memory	 and	

historical	 memory	 as	 he	 points	 out,	 "the	 former	 can	 assume	 a	 great	 variety	 of	 forms,	

whereas	the	 latter	has	a	particular	organisation	that	 fits	and	supports	history's	structure"	

(2015,	 p.	 13).	 He	 highlights	 two	 constitutive	 aspects	 of	 history:	 the	 historical	 and	 the	

narrative.	These	are	always	connected	because	what	is	remembered	and	preserved	always	

depends	on	how	it	is	remembered:	that	is,	the	narrative.	With	this	elaboration	of	the	idea	of	

history,	 Nikulin	 finds	 a	way	 to	 give	 it	 a	 structure	 that	 relies	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 historical	

memory	 which	 incorporates	 both	 collective	 memory	 and	 history.	 Memory	 is	 that	 which	

keeps	the	differences	in	the	historical,	while	history	establishes	the	similarities	through	its	

narrative	 (2015,	 p.	 14).	 The	 workings	 of	 memory	 are	 sporadic,	 fractured,	 and	 often	

generated	 by	 trauma,	 which	 makes	 the	 process	 of	 recollection	 all	 the	 more	 tainted.	

However,	this	does	not	mean	that	it	is	not	possible	to	learn	about	the	past	from	memory.	In	

fact,	in	considering	the	active	process	of	(re)construction	of	the	past,	the	primary	concern	of	

memory	can	be	interpreted	as	the	intention	of	truth-telling	(Nikulin,	2015,	p.	20).		
																																																								
48	See	the	second	Chapter	in	this	thesis.		
49	I	think	here,	for	instance,	at	the	celebration	of	the	Italian	Republic	that	occurs	every	year	in	the	country,	and	that	every	year	brings	

about	discussions,	conflicts	and	polemics.	These	reveal	the	existence	of	divided	memories	regarding	the	emergence	of	the	Republic	after	

the	Second	World	War. 
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What	emerges	from	this	perspective	on	the	relationship	between	memory	and	history	is,	

hence,	 the	 capacity	 of	 collective	 memory	 to	 generate	 history.	 In	 considering	 collective	

memory	in	its	capacity,	it	is	important	to	look	not	only	at	how	this	is	inscribed	in	discursive	

universes	of	meanings	and	references	but	also	at	how	this	is	congealed	in	actual	media	that	

can	enable	(or	disable)	a	creative	reconstruction	of	memory.	Every	medium	has	a	capacity	

to	affect	 the	way	memories	are	produced,	preserved,	 recollected,	and	even	 forgotten.	And	

every	medium	is	involved	in	the	process	of	selection	of	memory	contents	as	well	as	opens	

up	its	own	way	to	access	cultural	memory.	What	is	important	or	unimportant	and	how	the	

important	 can	 be	 preserved	 rests	 on	 the	 ability	 to	 be	 recollected,	 reproduced	 and	

communicated	through	different	ages.	 In	this	way,	memory	and	knowledge	are	preserved.	

This	 is	 fundamental	 if	 we	 want	 to	 preserve	 a	 capacity	 for	 understanding	 our	 culture	

throughout	 generations.	 In	 fact,	 as	 Assmann	 argues,	 "communication	 between	 eras	 and	

generations	is	broken	when	a	particular	store	of	common	knowledge	disappears"	(1999,	p.	

4).	 Certainly,	 there	 is	 a	 difference	 between	 "storing"	 and	 "remembering"	 that	 necessarily	

leads	 the	 debate	 on	 the	 broader	 issue	 of	 the	 politics	 of	 memory.	 However,	 these	 two	

concepts	can	never	be	considered	as	completely	distinct	from	each	other.	Memory	can	be	an	

art	as	well	as	used	to	exercise	power.			

As	it	has	been	stated	previously	in	this	Chapter,	the	importance	of	memory	goes	beyond	

the	 act	 of	 remembering;	 memory	 is	 indeed	 crucial	 for	 the	 formation	 of	 identity,	 be	 it	

individual	 or	 collective.	 Assmann	 draws	 a	 distinction	 between	 these	 two	 concepts,	 as	

corresponding	to	two	different	types	of	memory:	storage	memory	and	functional	memory.	

The	 first	corresponds	to	"disembodied	relics	and	abandoned	materials"	and	the	second	to	

"group	 related,	 selective,	 normative	 and	 future-oriented"	 (1999,	 p.	 123-124).	 In	 this	

formulation,	 storage	 memory	 –	 the	 "amorphous	 mass"	 of	 unused	 and	 unincorporated	

memories	–	seems	only	to	be	able	to	be	activated	by	being	inscribed	into	functional	memory	

mechanisms:	 into	narratives	 that	 are	 future-oriented.	Although	Asmmann	 suggests	we	do	

not	look	at	the	two	as	binarily	opposed,	it	seems	that	she	suggests	that	for	storage	memory	

to	generate	collective	memory	it	needs	to	be	given	a	meaningful	status.	I	argue	instead,	that	

the	 "amorphous	mass"	of	 records	does	have	a	 capacity	 to	affect	 the	process	of	becoming-

common,	 that	 is	 congealed	 in	 the	 very	 records	 preserved	 as	 well	 as	 in	 the	 capacity	 to	

generate	 affects,	 even	 in	 the	 form	 of	 emotions	 that	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 drive	 collective	

orientation	to	certain	objects,	as	I	will	explain	later	in	this	Chapter.	
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It's	 early	 November,	 and	my	 fieldwork	 is	 about	 to	 draw	 to	 a	 close.	 I	 feel	 that	 I	 have	

collected	a	good	number	of	interviews,	visited	a	good	number	of	places,	and	participated	

in	as	many	events	as	I	could.	Although	I	am	aware	of	the	impossibility	of	all-embracing	

knowledge,	I	have	a	feeling	of	satisfaction	when	thinking	about	the	amount	of	research	

that	I	have	conducted	on	the	field.	 I	have	roughly	one	more	month	before	returning	to	

New	Zealand	and	am	going	to	spend	my	last	weeks	in	Milan	doing	archival	research	at	

the	Archivio	Primo	Moroni,	based	at	the	social	centre	Conchetta.	I	have	never	been	there	

before,	but	I	have	heard	and	read	much	about	these	two	places. 

 

The media of memory 
 
As	mentioned	earlier	in	this	Chapter,	media	have	a	capacity	to	affect	the	way	memories	

emerge,	how	they	are	recollected,	and	how	they	are	preserved.	For	generations,	memories	

have	been	mediated	by	albums,	diaries	and	objects.	Nowadays,	it	can	be	argued	that	the	use	

of	digital	technology	of	memory	has	changed	the	ways	memories	are	produced,	stored	and	

recollected.	 For	 instance,	 the	 increasing	 possibility	 of	 writing	 and	 rewriting	 offered	 by	

digital	 technologies,	 or	 continuously	 adjusting	 features	of	 images	 and	photos	 can	 reshape	

the	 way	 we	 think	 about	 how	memories	 will	 be	 presented	 and	 recollected.	 Furthermore,	

certain	 technologies	 of	 memory	 capitalise	 on	 the	 digital	 enhancement	 of	 limited	 human	

memory	(van	Dijck,	2007,	p.	161).	Digital	technology	also	shapes	the	way	memories	can	be	

accessed	which	is	a	fundamental	issue	as	accessibility	is	key	to	guaranteeing	the	continuity	

of	cultural	memory	and	the	legacy	of	memory	to	future	generations.	

While	 it	 can	 be	maintained	 that	 the	 advent	 of	 digital	 technology	 and	 the	 Internet	 has	

brought	 about	 the	 possibility	 to	 access	 and	 share	 information	 much	 more	 quickly,	 and	

therefore	enabled	people	to	learn	more	and	to	generate	informed	opinions,	this	position	is	

debatable.	In	fact,	while	the	design	of	particular	digital	media,	such	as	the	Internet,	bears	the	

potential	 for	 non-centralised	 use,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 understand	 that	 this	 simple	 fact	

does	not	per	se	ensure	the	fulfilment	of	this	potential,	as	I	have	argued	in	Chapter	one.	The	

infrastructures	are	increasingly	controlled	by	national	and	multinational	corporations,	and	

the	 possibilities	 of	 being	 part	 of	 the	 globally	 connected	 framework	 are	 quite	 unevenly	

distributed.	 Even	 in	 areas	 where	 the	 Internet	 has	 the	 longest	 history,	 information	 and	

knowledge	can	be	highly	securitised	(Worcman	and	Garde-Hansen,	2016,	p.	37).	Therefore,	

the	so-called	"digital	revolution"	has	not	offered	an	uncontested	greater	access	to	the	past	
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as	 many	 techno-enthusiasts	 would	 like	 us	 to	 believe,	 and	 it	 has	 certainly	 posed	 many	

challenges	to	the	traditional	methods	of	preserving	of	memory.			

However,	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	our	engagement	with	history	and	the	past	

has	become	almost	entirely	mediated	and	that	new	media	technology	and	the	Internet	have	

opened	new	possibilities	for	communities	to	transfer,	share	and	inherit	memories.	In	doing	

so,	 they	help	 to	 keep	 a	 sense	of	 belonging	 and	 identity,	 even	 to	develop	new	practices	 of	

resistance.	Hence,	it	is	important	to	look	at	the	impact	that	digital	technology	can	and	does	

have	 in	 the	 process	 of	 communicating	 memory	 and	 how	 it	 can	 affect	 and	 potentially	

challenge	 or	 reinforce	 ideas	 of	 community	 and	 foster	 moments	 of	 becoming-common.	

Furthermore,	 the	 rapid	 proliferation	 of	 mediated	memories	 and	 digital	 memory	 projects	

brings	 about	 other	 issues	 such	 as	 how	 to	 best	 store,	 archive,	 and	 make	 accessible	 such	

memories	for	future	generations.	Considering	the	amount	of	resources	necessary	to	support	

memory	work,	these	issues	can	often	constitute	a	serious	obstacle	to	the	work	of	grassroots	

organisations	which	mostly	rely	on	the	volunteer	work	of	passionate	activists.	The	material	

and	affective	labour	necessary	to	keep	the	mechanism	of	shared	memory	alive	is	organised	

according	 to	 alternative	 regimes	 of	 political	 economy	 of	 the	 commons.	 These	 alternative	

regimes	rely	on	forms	of	organisation	resembling	neither	the	state	nor	the	market	to	govern	

resources,	often	with	reasonable	degrees	of	success	over	time.50	It	can	be	argued	that	these	

alternative	forms	of	the	organisation	of	labour	have	the	potential	to	foster	the	constitution	

of	 coherent	networks	of	people	and	 items	of	 remembrance	upon	which	 shared	memories	

depend	(Margalit,	2002,	p.	79). 

 

30	November	2015	 

Milan,	new	raid	into	the	centre	of	studies	on	the	Resistance:	"Subversive	gesture,	

lost	digital	archive." 

There	has	been	a	new	raid	at	the	Pedagogical	Institute	of	the	Resistance	in	Milan.	After	

the	devastation	of	September	23,	the	centre	has	suffered	further	serious	damage	on	the	

night	 between	 29	 and	 30	 November.	 According	 to	 the	 ANPI	 (National	 Association	 of	

Italian	 Partisans),	 this	 should	 not	 be	 underplayed	 as	 an	 act	 of	 vandalism,	 but	 as	 an	

episode	 that	 reminds	 the	ways	of	 the	 extreme	 right,	 considering	 that	 in	 the	past	days	

Milan	has	hosted	the	Nazi	gathering	of	the	Hemmerskins.	"Some	people”	–	said	Roberto	

																																																								
50	More	on	this	aspect	 in	the	seminal	work	of	Ostrom,	E.	(1990)	Governing	the	Commons:	The	Evolution	of	Institutions	for	Collective	

Action,	 Cambridge:	 Cambridge	University	Press,	 and	Hardt,	M	&	Negri,	A.	 (2009)	Commonwealth,	 Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	

Press.		
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Cenati,	president	of	 the	 section	of	 the	ANPI	of	Milan	–	 “have	broken	 into	 the	building,	

forcing	 the	 front	 door	 lock.	 The	 Institute's	 whole	 digital	 archive	 is	 lost,	 and	 serious	

damage	has	been	caused	to	the	library.	This	provocative	act	that	has	targeted	a	place	full	

of	 significant	 historical	 documents	 for	 the	 Resistance	 and	 national	 and	Milanese	 anti-

fascism	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 subversive	 matrix	 of	 the	 extreme	 right".	 (La	 Repubblica	

Milano,	2015)	

 

The	past	 is	 crucial	 for	 such	grassroots	communities:	 it	both	 legitimates	 their	existence,	

practices	and	rituals	by	preserving	their	legacy,	and	offers	a	possibility	to	resist	and	survive	

the	 attacks	 of	 an	 increasingly	 hostile	 dominant	 culture	 and	 politics,	 where	 notions	 of	

community	 and	 sharing	 are	 rapidly	 shifting.	 Rituals	 carry	 with	 them	 as	 well	 a	 sort	 of	

symbolism	 that	 acquires	meaning	 as	 a	means	 of	 transmitting	 social	memory,	 seen	 as	 the	

essential	 condition	of	 the	 continuity	of	 collective	 identity	 and	 social	 life	 (Misztal,	 2003,	p.	

125).	This	 framework	emphasises	 the	symbolic	relation	between	collective	action	and	the	

past.		

Looking	at	the	acts	and	labour	of	memory	from	this	perspective,	the	discourse	connects	

to	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 right	 to	 remember,	 or	 as	 Anna	 Reading	 defines	 it,	 a	 "right	 to	 memory"	

(2010).	Reading	argues	 that	where	memories	have	been	erased	brutally	because	of	wars,	

genocides,	 traumas	 and	 the	 destruction	 of	 sites,	 media	 can	 and	 ought	 to	 provide	

opportunities	for	preserving	what	individuals	and	communities	need	to	survive	(in	Garde-

Hansen,	2010,	p.	51).	Reading's	work	refers	 to	 the	Holocaust,	and	she	 locates	 this	right	 in	

the	 UNESCO	 Declaration	 Concerning	 the	 Intentional	 Destruction	 of	 Cultural	 Heritage	

(Article	21,	2003).	This	analysis	is	not	concerned	with	such	cases	of	extreme	brutality	that	

necessitate	 the	mobilisation	of	 international	 law,	however,	 on	 the	other	hand,	 the	 case	of	

grassroots	 political	movements	 in	 Italy	 certainly	 poses	 an	 interesting	 question	 regarding	

the	right	to	memory.	In	fact,	institutional	repression	and	acts	of	violence	against	objects	and	

spaces	of	memory	–	like	the	one	reported	above	–	are	not	uncommon.	

As	previously	explained,	acts	of	forgetting	are	necessary	for	communities	and	society	at	

large	 to	 move	 forward	 and	 articulate	 new	 ideas	 and	 practices.	 However,	 when	 looking	

closely	at	the	dynamics	of	cultural	memory,	Assmann	explains,	we	can	distinguish	between	

two	 forms	 of	 forgetting,	 an	 active	 and	 a	 passive	 one.	 Active	 forgetting	 is	 implied	 in	

intentional	 acts	 such	 as	 trashing	 and	destroying	 as	well	 as	 censorship	 (in	Olick,	Vinitzky-

Seroussi,	Levy,	2011,	p.	334).	Moreover,	as	it	has	previously	been	explained	in	this	Chapter,	

active	forgetting	can	also	strategically	be	realised	in	order	to	implement	hegemonic	cultural	
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agendas.	 Online	 digital	 media,	 community	 activist	 media,	 and	 creative	 technology	 have	

allowed	grassroots	political	groups	 to	operate	outside	government	and	media	 institutions	

that	 refuse	 to	 represent	 their	 past	 –	 or	 represent	 it	 in	 instrumentalist	 ways	 –	 and	 often	

make	it	hard	for	them	to	access	resources	in	order	to	continue	and	preserve	their	cultural	

projects.	Nevertheless,	with	the	help	of	skilled	volunteers	and	activists,	trained	in	the	use	of	

open	 source	 and	 free	 software	 technology,	 many	 exciting	 projects	 have	 seen	 the	 light	

throughout	 the	 years	 (as	 has	 been	 explained	 in	 the	 first	 Chapter	 of	 this	 thesis).	 This	 is	

among	 the	 reasons	 that	 the	 form(s)	 of	 making	 memory	 –	 by	 recording,	 producing	 and	

preserving	 –	 are	 just	 as	 important	 to	 critically	 analyse	 as	 their	 content,	 as	 the	 nature	 of	

these	 media	 do	 affect	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 modes	 of	 social	 interdependence	 are	 reshaped	

(McLuhan,	1967,	p.	8).	
 

Milan,	5	November	2014 

I	have	made	contact	via	email	with	the	Archive	Primo	Moroni	to	ask	for	access	to	their	

material	 for	 my	 research.	 Taking	 their	 time,	 I	 receive	 a	 reply	 from	 the	 archive	 after	

almost	two	days.	They	had	asked	me	to	consult	the	online	catalogue	first	and	then	note	

the	collection	of	 the	 items	 that	 I	 intend	 to	consult.	The	archive	has	no	official	opening	

hours	 as	 it	 is	 normally	 run	 by	 volunteers,	 but	 they	 are	 there	 very	 often	 from	 early	

afternoon	until	late	evening,	so	I	arranged	with	one	of	them	to	go	in	the	afternoon. 

It's	 Wednesday.	 To	 travel	 from	 the	 neighborhood	 Affori,	 where	 I	 am	 sharing	 my	

accommodation	with	other	occupants	of	the	social	centre	Ri-make	that	is	situated	in	the	

northern	 periphery	 of	 Milan,	 to	 the	 social	 centre	 Conchetta	 (or	 cox18)	 in	 the	

neighborhood	 Ticinese,	 I	 have	 to	 catch	 two	 different	metros:	 the	 yellow	 line	 and	 the	

green	 line.	The	Primo	Moroni	Archive	has	been	hosted	by	 the	 social	 centre	Conchetta	

since	2002.	My	friend	from	Ri-make	had	taken	me	on	a	brief	tour	of	the	occupied	spaces	

in	Milan	a	couple	of	days	before,	so	I	knew	where	the	archive	was.	When	I	finally	arrive,	

it's	 almost	 3	 pm.	 The	 place	 is	 fairly	 quiet,	 but	 there	 are	 people	 around	 talking	 and	

socialising,	 as	 is	 always	 the	 case	 in	 a	 social	 centre.	 I	 walk	 to	 the	 archive	 through	 the	

small	square	that	links	the	bar	and	concert	room	to	the	library	Calusca	City	Lights,	which	

has	been	there	since	1992.	 I	enter	the	 library;	 the	archive	 is	situated	 in	the	 loft	above.	

There	 he	 is,	 the	 volunteer	 waiting	 for	 me.	 I	 introduce	 myself,	 but	 he	 cuts	 short	 and	

quickly	asks	me	what	documents	I	want	from	the	archive:	he	seems	friendly	but	doesn't	

seem	particularly	interested	to	know	about	the	reasons	that	have	brought	me	here.	He	is	

a	short	man,	probably	in	his	mid-fifties,	with	a	strong	southern	Italian	accent.	I	learned	
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afterwards	from	my	friends	at	Ri-make	that	he	is	a	lifelong	occupant	of	cox18.	I	will	call	

him	 here,	 for	 convenience's	 sake,	 Tiziano.	 I	 hand	 over	 to	 him	my	 little	 note	with	 the	

collocation	of	the	documents.	He	seems	very	willing	to	help,	but	also	very	careful.	In	fact,	

on	this	first	encounter,	he	does	not	allow	me	to	follow	him	upstairs	 in	the	archive	and	

kindly	asks	me	to	wait	in	the	small	room	downstairs,	where	I	can	stay	to	consult	them,	

while	he	is	going	upstairs	to	get	the	things	I	need.	The	room	is	incredibly	small,	probably	

four	 square	metres,	 a	 cubicle,	 and	 there	 are	 shelves	 on	 all	 the	 three	 walls	 and	 not	 a	

window.	 Part	 of	 the	 archival	material	 is	 stored	 here,	mostly	 fanzines,	magazines,	 and	

posters.	 In	 the	middle	 of	 the	 room,	 there	 is	 a	 small	 desk	with	 an	 old	 computer	 and	 a	

scanner.	This	will	be	my	workstation	for	the	initial	week	that	I	had	spent	at	cox18	before	

I	earn	enough	trust	 to	be	allowed	into	the	archive	at	 first	with	Tiziano,	and	eventually	

alone	and	completely	unsupervised. 

 

I	 argue	 further	 that	 the	 form(s)	 of	 making	 memory	 affects	 the	 relationship	 between	

individuals	 and	 collectivities	 to	 the	memories	 that	 are	produced	or	 reproduced.	Recalling	

and	 producing	 memories	 and	 narratives	 about	 the	 past	 can	 be	 a	 very	 powerful	 and	

emotional	 experience.	 It	 can	 generate	 diverse	 feelings	 and	 emotions	 toward	 events	 that	

people	have	not	necessarily	lived	in	the	first	person.	Alison	Landsberg	terms	this	"prosthetic	

memory”	(2004).	In	this	case,	she	refers	to	how	cinema	offers	audiences	memories	of	places	

and	experiences	through	which	they	have	not	 lived	and	yet	shape	their	 identity	and	affect	

them.	Films	(and	museums),	says	Landsberg,	offer	sites	for	experiential	encounters	between	

the	recorded	past	and	the	person.	It	can	be	argued	that	through	the	digitisation	of	memory	

sources	the	intensity	of	the	prosthetic	memory	experience	is	 increased	by	providing	more	

emotional	encounters	with	the	past	that	has	not	been	directly	experienced.	

I	argue	that	the	affective	way	of	experiencing	the	past	through	the	intensity	generated	by	

the	 re-presentation	 of	 certain	 memories	 through	 digital	 technology	 contributes	 to	 the	

process	of	becoming-common.	Most	importantly,	and	to	expand	on	the	arguments	presented	

in	 the	 previous	 analysis	 Chapter,	 the	 affective	process	 of	 mediating	 memory	 can	 also	 be	

interpreted	as	proto-political:	that	is,	the	place	where	the	political	can	emerge	and	that	has	

the	 potential	 to	 enable	 political	 action.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 highlight	 how	 the	

technology	 used	 by	 the	 grassroots	 political	 groups	 researched	 represents	 an	 important	

resource	 toward	 rethinking	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 commons,	 amid	 the	 discourses	 of	

individuality	 that	 contemporary	digital	media	culture	mostly	endorses.	 In	 fact,	 as	Andrew	

Hoskins	 has	 argued,	 a	 collective	 memory	 may	 have	 a	 reduced	 currency	 in	 our	 popular	
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culture	of	new	media	technologies:	he	even	goes	as	far	as	to	say	that	most	recently	we	are	

witnessing	the	end	of	collective	memory	altogether	(2010).	If	we	are,	then	this	may	be	due	

to	the	way	we	now	use	media	to	make	memory.	However,	as	I	argue	in	this	thesis,	there	are	

other	ways	to	use	digital	technology	and	media,	and	different	ways	for	creatives	to	employ	

such	 tools	 of	 media	 production,	 which	 do	 not	 necessarily	 reproduce	 the	 underlying	

individualistic	logics	of	personal	choice	and	personal	taste.	Digital	media	for	storytelling	can	

be	 a	 powerful	 media	 practice	 for	 producing	 personal	 and	 community	 memories	 and	

involves	the	communal	task	of	sharing	and	writing	narratives	(Garde-Hansen,	2010,	p.	66).	

The	 following	 sections	 will	 present	 cases	 of	 how	 digital	 technology,	 coupled	 with	

collective	resources,	has	created	new	opportunities	for	grassroots	projects	to	emerge:	some	

of	them	look	specifically	at	producing	memory	and	alternative	narratives	of	the	past,	others	

to	preserve	resources	and	making	them	accessible	to	a	larger	audience.	In	looking	at	these	

examples,	 I	will	 analyse	how	affects	 play	an	 important	part	 in	 the	process	of	determining	

both	the	emergence	and	the	continuation	of	such	projects.	Moreover,	I	will	look	at	how	they	

rely	on	the	participation	and	collaboration	of	the	broader	collectivity	for	the	production	of	

memory	 and	 how,	 in	 calling	 for	 the	 collaborative	 effort,	 such	 enterprises	 contribute	 to	

shaping	processes	of	becoming-common.										

	

Stories of archives  
 

Bologna,	July	2014 

I	 have	 arranged	 to	meet	 with	 the	 activist	 archivist	 (Andrea,	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	

analysis)	 after	 work	 hours.	 I	 choose	 to	 meet	 at	 Osvaldo,	 a	 very	 well-known	 bar	 in	

Bologna	situated	in	Via	del	Pratello,	within	the	medieval	walls	that	surround	the	centre	

of	 the	city,	and	very	easy	to	reach.	When	I	arrive,	a	 lot	of	 the	people	are	hanging	out	

outside	the	bar	as	it	is	still	very	hot.	I	decide	to	get	a	drink	and	take	a	seat	inside;	it	is	

fairly	quiet,	and	I	reckon	it	would	be	easier	to	record	our	conversation	–	provided	he	

will	accept	to	be	recorded.	I	see	him	coming	in;	I	recognise	him	as	my	friend	had	told	

me	who	he	was	at	hackmeeting.	I	walk	toward	him	to	introduce	myself	so	that	we	can	

begin	 our	 conversation.	 He	 seems	 very	willing	 to	 talk	 and	 help,	 but	 does	 not	 seems	

very	comfortable	at	 the	 idea	of	his	data	being	recorded	so,	as	 I	had	anticipated,	 I	put	

aside	my	 recorder	 and	 informant	 consent	 form,	 and	 take	notes	 instead.	Working	 for	

some	archive	at	the	University	of	Bologna,	he	explains	to	me	how	the	idea	of	archivio	
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grafton	 9	 began,	 and	 what	 sparked	 his	 interest	 in	 preserving	 records	 and	 memory.	

Involved	in	the	underground	media	culture	and	grassroots	political	groups	for	almost	

twenty	years,	Andrea	tells	me	that	he	has	accumulated	a	 lot	of	printed	material	 from	

books	to	magazines,	to	fanzines	and	posters.	So,	one	day	he	decided	to	put	some	of	the	

sophisticated	machines	of	 the	university	 archive	–	 such	as	 a	book	 scanner	–	 to	 good	

use,	and	scan	all	the	material	that	he	had	that	could	be	scanned.	Furthermore,	Andrea	

has	 also	 been	working	 on	 DIY	 book	 scanners,	 and	 in	 sharing	 such	 expertise	 so	 that	

better	digital	copies	of	printed	sources	can	be	achieved.	This	is	how	the	idea	of	a	digital	

archive	began,	with	 the	 idea	of	 including	more	material	 relevant	 to	 the	 theme	of	 the	

archive	and	to	make	it	an	increasingly	collaborative	project.	Many	of	the	ideas	that	will	

follow	in	this	Chapter	on	storing,	preserving,	and	remembering	have	been	inspired	by	

our	conversation.	

 

Archives	 are	 institutions	 with	 a	 history	 and	 with	 specific	 functions,	 which	 are	 often	

involved	in	practices	of	chronicling	the	past	by	following	a	particular	method	rather	than	a	

specific	purpose.	They	are,	as	Wolfgang	Ernst	explains:	"Not	arbitrary	quantity,	not	just	any	

collection	of	things	can	be	an	archive.	The	archival	regime	of	memory	is	not	an	idiosyncratic	

choice,	 but	 a	 rule-governed,	 administratively	 programmed	 operation	 of	 inclusions	 and	

exclusions	that	can	be	reformulated	cybernetically	or	even	digitally".	(2013,	p.	129)	

These	issues	must	be	considered	as	very	relevant,	in	that	if	memory	and	memory	making	

practices	are	considered	as	having	a	capacity	to	affect	the	making	of	collective	memory	and	

identity	 –	 and	 therefore	 the	 process	 of	 becoming-common	 –	 then	 archives	 have	 a	 great	

power	to	direct	such	processes	and	shape	the	perception	of	individuals	and	collectivities.	In	

fact,	it	can	be	argued	that	archives	have	historically	been	created	for	the	purposes	of	states,	

empires,	and	bureaucratic	institutions	to	produce	specific	conceptualisations	of	history	and	

society,	and	therefore	to	exercise	control	over	them	both	(Richards,	1993;	Tagg,	1993).	 In	

this	sense,	archives	are	important	sites	whereby	the	balance	of	power	that	is	exercised	over	

society	can	be	determined.	Equally	powerful,	from	this	perspective,	are	to	be	considered	the	

actions	 of	 archivists	 themselves	 who	 actively	 manage	 and	 preserve	 the	 records	 that	 are	

entrusted	to	the	archives.	Hence,	adopting	this	theoretical	perspective,	 it	becomes	difficult	

to	not	 look	at	archival	practices	as	deeply	 imbued	by	affective	dynamics	 involving	bodies,	

records,	and	technologies	of	selection	and	production.		

The	archives	described	in	this	Chapter	such	as	Archivio	Primo	Moroni,	Archivio	Grafton	9	

and	 NGV,	 represent	 some	 pertinent	 examples	 that	 outline	 how	 affective	 dynamics	 are	
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involved	in	processes	of	making	memory	that	contribute	to	processes	of	becoming-common.	

To	begin	with,	 there	are	several	 ideas	 that	associate	 these	 three	experiences	of	archiving,	

whether	consciously	or	unconsciously,	and	more	or	less	explicitly	elaborated	by	each	group.	

Firstly,	there	are	partisan	archives:	they	make	no	claim	of	objectivity	and	neutrality,	as	it	

has	 been	 claimed	 by	 most	 archivists	 and	 archival	 theory	 and	 practice	 for	 a	 long	 time	

(Schwarz	 and	 Cook,	 2002).	 The	 existence	 of	 such	 partisan	 archives	 exposes	 the	 highly	

contested	nature	of	such	places	and	professions	and	represent	a	challenge	to	 institutional	

practices	of	storing,	preserving	and	making	memory.	As	Assmann	pointed	out,	there	is	much	

waste	 that	 accumulates	 outside	 institutional	 archives	which	 remain	 in	 the	 form	 of	 latent	

memory	which	is	as	important	to	archives	as	forgetting	is	to	memory	(1999,	p.	14).	I	argue	

that	 part	 of	 what	 Assmann	 calls	 waste	 can	 be	 found	 and	 preserved	 in	 non-institutional,	

grassroots,	or	community	archives	similar	to	the	ones	presented	in	this	analysis.			

Secondly,	 the	 nature	 of	 these	 archives	 represents	 a	 challenge	 to	 the	 profession	 of	 the	

archivist	 her/himself.	 In	 fact,	 the	 technical	 sophistication	 and	 elite	 training	 that	 is	 often	

required	 for	 the	 maintenance	 and	 production	 of	 records	 means	 that	 some	 can	 afford	 to	

make	 their	views	of	 society	more	visible	 than	others	who	will,	 therefore,	be	marginalised	

(Schwarz	and	Cook,	2002,	p.	14).	Grassroots	archival	practice,	instead,	seeks	to	democratise	

the	access	to	memory	records	and	archival	sources	by	encouraging	a	critique	of	the	archival	

profession	as	well	as	collaborative	practices	of	memory	production,	taking	into	account	the	

individual	records	and	the	values	that	they	embody.	

Thirdly,	in	the	process	of	making	archives	the	product	of	collaborative	practices	as	well	

as	democratising	access	 to	records,	 these	groups	rely	greatly	on	 the	help	of	 technology.	 It	

can	 be	 argued	 that	 digital	 technology	 has	 changed	 the	 role	 of	 archives	 in	 society	 and	

possibly	contributed	to	a	shift	in	the	unstable	power	of	archives	and	records.	However,	the	

change	 in	 the	 type	 of	media	 employed	 for	 storing	 and	 communicating	 information	 alone	

does	not	determine	a	shift	 towards	the	democratisation	of	knowledge,	 if	not	accompanied	

by	equally	significant	changes	in	organisational	culture	and	practice	and	society's	demands	

and	needs	 for	 information.	As	Wolfgang	Ernst	points	out,	digitisation	on	demand	can	now	

determine	 the	 creation	 of	 new	 archives	 according	 to	 specific	 needs,	 suggesting	 itself	 as	 a	

model	and	producing	new	types	of	object-oriented	archives.	Ernst	calls	these	"dynarchive",	

that	 are	more	 use-oriented	 ("to	 be	 completed")	 and	 take	 shape	 cumulatively,	 shifting	 the	

paradigm	 from	 read-only	 to	 a	 generative,	 participative	 form	of	 archival	 reading	 (2013,	 p.	

81).	
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Milan,	November	2014 

It’s	autumn	now	and	Milan	is	very	rainy.	Some	days	I	cannot	leave	Ri-make	as	the	river	

Seveso	 has	 flooded	 the	 city	 making	 public	 transport	 impracticable.	 Other	 than	 this	

temporary	 impediment,	 I	 travel	 from	 Ri-make	 to	 cox18	 almost	 every	 day	 to	 conduct	

research	in	the	Archive	Primo	Moroni.	The	archive	is	looking	to	digitise	as	many	records	

as	possible,	 so	 they	ask	 every	user	who	visits	 to	kindly	 scan	a	 copy	of	 the	documents	

they	are	consulting	if	they	have	some	time.	I	feel	this	is	the	least	I	can	do	to	give	back	to	

this	community	of	people	that	has	welcomed	me	for	almost	a	month	and	slowly	accepted	

me	as	more	than	just	a	visitor	sharing	time	and	stories	with	me.	Furthermore,	it	would	

be	an	advantage	for	me	too,	as	 I	could	take	the	records	with	me	to	consult	 them	later.	

The	 labour	 of	 scanning	 the	 material	 is	 long	 and	 often	 tedious.	 I'm	 using	 a	 flatbed	

scanner,	and	this	makes	it	harder	to	capture	a	good	image	of	the	pages	from	which	it's	

possible	to	read	the	content	clearly	while	carefully	trying	not	to	damage	the	documents.	

Furthermore,	 I'm	using	an	open	 source	 software	 for	 scanning	on	a	 very	old	 computer	

running	 on	 Linux	 that	 crashes	 often.	 Nevertheless,	 I	 manage	 to	 scan	 most	 of	 the	

documents	that	I	am	consulting.	After	a	while,	I	have	gained	enough	trust	and	confidence	

to	be	able	to	move	freely	and	unsupervised	in	the	space.	I	mostly	use	the	computer	and	

scanner	in	the	small	room	at	the	bottom	floor,	although	I	am	asked	to	move	sometimes	

to	make	space	for	the	various	activities	that	are	often	taking	place	at	the	archive.	In	fact,	

the	 space	 of	 the	 archive	 is	 sometimes	 used	 for	meetings	 and	 therefore	 not	 only	 as	 a	

space	 for	 the	 socialisation	 of	 knowledge	 but	 also	 of	 projects,	 emotions	 and	 action	

planning.	 Twice,	 during	 my	 visits	 at	 cox18,	 I	 have	 walked	 into	 the	 space	 to	 find	 the	

archive	swarming	with	people	gathered	in	assembly,	to	which	I've	taken	part. 

I	 learnt	afterwards	 that	 some	of	 the	material	digitised	on	 the	hacker	 culture	might	be	

sent	to	archiviografton9. 
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Figure	9:	archiviografton9	(http://grafton9.net)	

											 
A	digital	archive	free	from	copyright	restrictions,	of	independent	magazines,	
books	 and	 fanzines	 about	 activism,	 self-management	 and	 hacker	 culture	 in	
Italy	at	the	end	of	last	century.	[...]	Do	you	guys	think	an	archive	represents	a	
neutral,	 objective	 and	 impartial	 view	 of	 history?	 NO,	 we	 don't.	We	 believe	
that	 each	 archive	 chooses	what	 to	 prioritise	 and	what	 to	marginalise.	 This	
one	 too	 is	 a	 partisan	 archive,	 with	 a	 specific	 perspective	 on	 memory	 and	
identity.	 Archives	 are	 not	 passive	 recipients	 of	 old	 objects,	 but	 sites	where	
social	power	is	negotiated,	contested,	confirmed	(Grafton9,	n.d.). 

 

 

Grafton9	 is	 a	 website	 where	 Andrea	 periodically	 publishes	 the	 digitisation	 of	 books,	

zines,	 pamphlets	 and	 the	 like,	 produced	within	 the	 publishing	 circuit	 of	 social	 centres	 in	

Italy.	Some	publications	are	very	rare,	others	are	out	of	print,	and	most	have	never	been	on	

the	net	before.	As	the	author	of	this	archive	reveals	in	an	interview	to	the	roman	Radio	Onda	

Rossa:	 

 

My	desire	is	to	be	able	to	make	these	items	circulate	within	a	larger	number	
of	 people,	 to	 ensure	 broader	 access	 to	 these	 publications	 and	 ultimately	 a	
better	 way	 to	 preserve	 them.	 I	 published	 most	 books	 that	 belong	 to	 my	
personal	collection,	but	also	many	that	I	borrowed	from	libraries.	Thanks	to	
this	 project,	 I	 have	 been	 able	 to	 search	 into	 the	 storages	 of	 numerous	
libraries	 in	 Bologna	 and	 to	 find	 many	 publications	 from	 the	 1980s	 that	 I	
could	not	find	anywhere	else.	All	scanned	books	are	free	from	copyright,	and	
during	those	years	there	was	no	such	a	thing	as	a	creative	common	license.	In	
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those	 few	 cases	 where	 there	 could	 potentially	 exist	 copyright	 issues,	 I	
proceeded	to	contact	the	authors	who,	in	most	cases,	have	been	enthusiastic	
to	 hear	 that	 their	 work,	 no	 longer	 available	 on	 the	 book	market,	 could	 be	
available	again	online	and	for	free.	All	these	books	are	also	published	on	the	
website	 www.archive.org;	 from	 here	 you	 can	 both	 read	 them	 online	 or	
download	them	on	your	personal	device	in	different	formats.	(ROR,	n.d.) 

 

 

As	mentioned	earlier	in	this	Chapter,	the	digitisation	of	records	and	sources	that	would	

otherwise	 never	 see	 the	 light	 of	 day	 outside	 libraries,	 archives	 and	 social	 centres’	 damp	

storages,	 opens	 to	 new	 possibilities.	 More	 people	 –	 within	 the	 political	 grassroots	

movements	 themselves	 –	 can	 gain	 access	 and	 learn	 about	 phases	 of	 the	 history	 of	 “the	

movement”	that	have	been	forgotten	and	intentionally	removed	from	institutional	accounts.	

For	instance,	the	case	of	archiviografton9	is	unique	in	many	ways.		

In	 the	 first	 place,	 as	 it	 has	 been	 discussed,	 it	 is	 a	 point	 of	 reference	 for	 the	 various	

grassroots	 groups	 because	 of	 its	 characteristics	 both	 political	 and	 technical	 that	 are	

sophisticated	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 not	 prohibitive.	 Secondly,	 it	 is	 of	 great	 relevance	

because	it	focuses	on	a	piece	of	history	of	the	countercultural	movement	in	Italy	that	is	often	

remembered	 in	 the	collective	 imagination	of	 the	movement	 itself	as	a	 sort	of	dark	age,	as	

“the	years	of	the	defeat”	as	many	activists	have	labelled	them	in	our	conversations.	While	on	

the	 political	 ground	 the	 antagonist	 movement	 has	 indeed	 strategically	 been	 attacked,	

defeated,	 and	 repressed;	on	 the	 countercultural	ground,	 the	1980s	have	been	a	hotbed	of	

new	ideas	and	avant-gardist	projects	that	saw	the	light	of	day	also	thanks	to	the	increasing	

possibilities	offered	by	the	newly	introduced	computer	technologies.	As	Andrea	explains	to	

Radio	Onda	Rossa:		

 

The	magazines	and	zines	that	are	available	on	grafton9	are	unique	not	only	
for	 their	 content	 but	most	 of	 all	 for	 their	 creativity,	 for	 the	quality	 of	 their	
aesthetics.	 In	 fact,	 they	 are	 the	 product	 of	 an	 age	 when	 people	 were	
experimenting	 with	 both	 textual	 and	 visual	 languages.	 The	 mid-1980s	
witnessed	 a	 real	 sort	 of	 revolution	 regarding	 publishing,	 because	 most	 of	
these	magazines	were,	for	the	first	time,	created	on	a	screen	with	very	cheap	
software	and	then	moved	on	paper.	These	magazines	are	the	product	of	that	
revolution,	 because	 until	 that	 moment	 the	 publishing	 in	 the	 movement	
consisted	on	one	side	of	 the	mimeograph	machine	of	 the	1970s,	and	on	the	
other	in	the	punk	art	realised	with	photocopies,	collage,	bricolage.	The	1980s	
are	 the	years	when	computers	become	machines	that	people	have	at	home,	
with	software	that	allow	realising	a	magazine	from	scratch,	i.e.,	DIY.	This	was	
a	revolution'	(ROR,	n.d.). 
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Alongside	 the	 desire	 to	 make	 books	 and	 records	 available	 to	 a	 larger	 audience,	 some	

individuals	 belonging	 to	 the	 groups	 investigated	 continue	 a	 cultural	 tradition	 of	

appreciation	 for	 quality	 editorial	 products	 as	well	 as	 a	 certain	 pleasure	 for	 software	 and	

hardware	 carpentry.	 The	 combination	 of	 such	 needs	 and	 desires	 has	 inspired	 them	 to	

experiment	with	technology	for	the	realisation	of	DIY	book	scanners	to	digitise	books	and	

publish	 them	 on	 the	 web.	 Some	 of	 the	 groups	 and	 hacklabs	 I	 have	 visited	 have	 ongoing	

projects	 for	the	construction	of	DIY	book	scanners	(some	even	of	DIY	3D	printers)	that	 fit	

the	needs	of	their	particular	group.	As	Andrea	explains: 

 

In	 the	 practice	 of	 DIY	 book	 scanning,	 there	 is	 no	 perfect	 tool.	 The	 flatbed	
scanner	 is,	 for	 instance,	 the	most	 economic	 tool,	which	 allows	 high-quality	
images.	However,	 it	 has	 limits	 such	 as	 the	 size	 that	 doesn't	 always	make	 it	
easy	to	lay	the	book	on	the	scanner	bed.	A	book	scanner,	instead,	would	allow	
keeping	 the	book	open	on	 a	plate	 of	 the	 shape	of	 a	V.	 This	would	not	 only	
allow	to	acquire	a	quality	image	of	the	pages	but	also	contain	costs	in	terms	
of	labor;	in	fact,	with	the	flatbed	scanner	much	time	is	lost	into	opening	the	
book	 each	 time	 on	 the	 following	 page	 and	 put	 it	 back	 on	 the	 scanner	 bed.	
There	are	a	lot	of	communities	on	the	net	that	invent	ever	new	practical	and	
creative	ways	for	book	scanning	(ROR,	n.d.). 

 

 

A	DIY	book	scanner	can	be	a	ready-made	kit	consisting	of	pieces	that	can	be	purchased	

and	assembled;	however,	it	can	also	be	realised	according	to	people's	creativity	and	tastes.	

There	 is	 a	 lot	 of	 information	 on	 the	 net	 to	 get	 started	 if	 you	 have	 little	 experience	 with	

carpentry.	This	is	a	simple	tool	that	works	with	two	photo	cameras	connected	to	a	computer	

running	on	Linux:	 it	photographs	the	pages	of	 the	book	and	then	with	the	help	of	specific	

software	–	which	is	 free	–	and	allows	you	to	rework	the	 image.	The	advantages	of	using	a	

DIY	 book	 scanner	 instead	 of	 a	 professional	 one	 are	 several.	 First	 of	 all,	 cost	 saving:	

professional	book	scanners	are	ridiculously	expensive.	Furthermore,	they	are	closed	boxes,	

meaning	 that	 they	 have	 fixed	 hardware	 and	 software	 and	 you	 cannot	 put	 your	 hands	 on	

them.	They	also	age,	and	the	hardware	becomes	obsolete.	The	DIY	book	scanner	is	made	of	a	

wooden	 frame	 that	 can	 last	as	 long	as	you	want,	 the	only	 thing	 that	needs	 to	be	 replaced	

may	 be	 the	 photo	 cameras,	 and	 the	 use	 of	 free	 software	 ensures	 that	 you	 can	 use	 the	

machine	 for	 a	 long	 time.	 Another	 issue	with	 professional	 book	 scanners	 is	 that	 they	 are	

often	 supported	 by	 drivers	 compatible	 only	 with	 Windows	 XP	 or	 a	 proprietary	 OS.	

Apparently,	 this	 is	 recent	 news	 as,	 currently,	 many	 libraries	 in	 the	 USA	 are	 struggling	

because	the	official	Windows	support	has	been	withdrawn,	and	so	they	will	have	to	make	

sure	to	keep	some	computers	dedicated	to	working	with	these	machines	that	are	not	even	
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ten	years	old	(ROR,	n.d.).	

The	 production	 of	 grassroots	memory	 is	 also	 imbued	 in	 these	 experiences	 of	 pleasure	

about	 technology.	 For	 instance,	 much	 of	 the	 historical	 narrative	 produced	 by	 grassroots	

groups	 investigated	 regarded	 their	 own	 use	 and	 theorisation	 of	 technology.	 The	 Primo	

Moroni	 Archive	 is	 an	 institution	 of	 grassroots	memory	 in	 this	 respect;	 here,	 I	 could	 find	

some	invaluable	historical	material	that	witnessed	the	recent	history	of	telecommunication	

and	digital	technology	from	the	point	of	view	of	grassroots	movements.	For	instance,	most	

of	 the	 numbers	 of	 the	 magazine	 Decoder	 (in	 the	 image	 above	 on	 the	 archiviografton9	

website)	that	I	have	mentioned	earlier	in	the	first	Chapter,	are	stored	there.	These	are	quite	

important,	as	they	are	some	of	 the	 few	available	copies	that	are	accessible	to	the	public.51	

Much	 of	 the	 narrative	 in	 this	 thesis	 is	 inspired	 by	 the	 sources	 I	 have	 procured	 from	 the	

archive,	 even	when	 not	 directly	 quoted.	 The	 historical	 accounts	 that	 I	 have	 found	 in	 the	

archive	 in	 the	 form	 of	 posters,	 magazines	 and	 zines,	 all	 convey	 a	 sense	 of	 collaboration.	

Different	hands	at	work	on	 the	medium,	 the	polyphony	of	 the	voices	 in	 the	description	of	

events	and	the	writing	of	the	texts,	the	unconventional	language	used	are	all	elements	that	

constitute	 the	 production	 of	 grassroots	 memory,	 that	 is	 a	 “collective	 mechanism”,	 as	

mentioned	earlier,	that	begins	with	the	collaborative	making	of	the	technology	of	memory	

itself.				

	

	

 
Figure	10:	Book	Scanner	design	(void,	2016)	

	

	

	

	

																																																								
51	archiviografton9	is	looking	to	reconstitute	the	whole	collection	of	Decoder.		
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Some	book	scanner	designs	from	http://www.diybookscanner.org	

	

	
Figure	11:	Cardboard	Book	Scanner	(2010)	

		

											

	
Figure	13:	Archivist	Book	Scanner	(2014)	

																																																																																																																			

 

 

Bologna,	July	2014 

At	 the	 meeting,	 the	 activist	 archivist	 has	 kindly	 offered	 to	 put	 me	 in	 touch	 with	

another	activist	who	has	been	involved	in	the	antagonist	movement	in	Bologna	since	

	Figure	12:	Hardware	Store	Scanner	(2010)	
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the	 seventies,	 and	 who	 has	 also	 been	 a	 pioneer	 of	 digital	 technologies	 in	 the	

movement.	I	email	him	to	introduce	myself	and	my	research	and	to	arrange	a	meeting.	

Zombie,	his	nickname,	agrees	 to	meet	me	and	 invites	me	 to	his	house	 for	a	chat.	He	

lives	in	Corticella,	a	peripheric	neighbourhood	situated	in	the	northern	area	of	the	city	

centre,	not	far	from	the	social	centre	xm24.	I	catch	a	bus	to	reach	the	destination.	The	

house	is	on	the	ground	floor	of	a	not	too	high	building	with	a	veggie	garden.	I	step	into	

the	 large	 lounge:	Zombie	 is	waiting	 for	me	at	one	of	his	 computers,	 sitting	amongst	

three	big	screens	on	a	 long	desk	 that	occupies	a	big	wall	at	 the	end	of	 the	room.	He	

offers	me	a	drink,	and	we	exchange	impressions	about	the	weather,	which	is	still	very	

hot.	We	first	handle	some	of	the	formal	matters,	such	as	establishing	whether	or	not	

he	 feels	 comfortable	 with	 being	 recorded	 and	 signing	 the	 consent	 form,	 and	

surprisingly	he	is.	Then	he	goes	straight	to	the	point:	"So	before	we	start,	what's	your	

position	 about	 "the	 movement"	 in	 Italy?"	 I	 carefully	 ponder	 the	 choice	 of	 my	 next	

words;	 I	 know	 that	 this	 could	 potentially	 compromise	 the	 success	 of	 the	 interview.	

Despite	my	concern,	I	feel	comfortable	sharing	my	ideas,	and	so	I	sincerely	explain	my	

position	without	too	much	detail.	He	nods,	I	can	see	we	agree	on	the	current	state	of	

the	movement	so	that	the	conversation	can	move	on.	Zombie	is	an	incredible	mine	of	

knowledge	and	information	about	the	history	of	grassroots	political	groups	and	their	

involvement	with	digital	 technology,	and	 I	am	very	curious	 to	know	everything.	Our	

conversation	goes	on	for	more	than	three	hours:	when	we	realise	this,	he	jokingly	asks	

me	to	leave	because	he	has	something	else	to	do.	I	must	have	made	a	good	impression,	

however,	 because	 he	 gives	me	 some	 veggies	 from	 his	 garden	 and	walks	me	 to	 the	

door. 
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Figure	14:	NGVision	(ecn.org)	

 

NGV	–	New	Global	Vision	–	 is	a	project	which	 intends	 to	create	online	 low-
cost	independent	video	channels,	with	a	constantly	updating	video	database.	
NGV	utilises	 open	 standards	 and	 free	 software,	 public	domain	 technologies	
which	allowed	the	realisation	of	the	infrastructure	to	produce,	download	and	
publish	videos.	(ECN,	n.d.) 

 

In	our	long	conversation,	Zombie	tells	me	about	how	the	movement	began	to	use	digital	

technology	 from	 BBS	 to	 the	 Internet,	 to	 mailing	 lists	 and	 how	 the	 Italian	 groups	

established	 connections	 with	 other	 groups	 around	 Europe.	 A	 very	 interesting	 project	

attracts	my	attention,	as	it	turns	out	to	be	a	very	valuable	archival	resource.	The	project	

is	called	NGV	–	New	Global	Vision:	“You've	probably	never	heard	of	it,	but	basically	this	

was	YouTube	years	before	YouTube	became	popular.	It	was	a	platform	to	share	videos,	

completely	 free.	 Unfortunately,	 the	 project	 stopped	 around	 2004	 or	 2005;	 I	 can't	

remember	 exactly	 now	 because	 in	 the	 same	 year	 YouTube	 sold	 itself	 to	 Google	 for	

millions	 of	 dollars.	 Instead,	we	were	 doing	 everything	 for	 free:	 there	was	 no	way	we	

could	 compete!	 The	 project	 was	 incredibly	 avant-garde	 though,	 imagine	 that	 people	

would	call	us	from	everywhere	in	Europe	to	present	it,	and	it	was	even	awarded	the	Prix	

Ars	Electronica	in	Linz	with	Creative	Commons,	Free	Software	Foundation	and	GNU.	We	

were	even	working	on	the	live	streaming,	but	then	everything	stopped.	[...]	The	idea	of	

NGV	 starts	 after	 the	 dreadful	 experience	 of	 the	 G8	 repression	 in	 Genoa	 in	 2001.	 The	

media	activist	group	in	Bologna	was	the	forefront	of	Indymedia	Italia,	and	the	guys	had	

set	up	a	media	room	on	the	top	floor	of	the	school	that	was	raided	by	the	police	on	the	

Saturday	night.	People	and	journalists	could	go	there	to	use	the	Internet	connection	to	

communicate	with	the	rest	of	the	world,	and	they	also	set	up	a	radio	station.	It	was	one	
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of	 the	 most	 recorded	 protests.	 When	 they	 came	 back	 from	 Genoa,	 with	 injuries	 and	

terribly	traumatised,	we	found	ourselves	with	a	lot	of	video	and	audio	material,	and	the	

desire	 to	do	something	 to	denounce	what	had	happened	was	very	strong.	People	who	

had	taken	part	in	the	parade	and	were	victims	of	the	raids,	came	from	other	countries	to	

help	us	put	a	video	together.	We	met	a	guy	who	was	in	a	coma	for	a	while	due	to	the	hits	

(I	can't	remember	if	he	was	Irish	or	English)	because	he	came	to	Bologna	to	help	us	with	

the	 video	 that	we	 then	 released	 on	 the	web.	 So,	 I	 started	 to	 think:	 okay,	 this	 is	what	

happened	in	Genoa,	but	surely	there	is	other	video	material	that	will	come	out,	as	well	as	

more	 video	 material	 about	 the	 past,	 that	 would	 be	 interesting	 and	 useful	 to	 make	

available	 to	others.	This	 is	 how	NGV	began,	with	 the	 idea	of	 archiving	 video	material:	

give	 the	 video	 collectives	 the	 possibility	 to	 publish	 autonomously	 their	 work,	 free	 of	

charge	 with	 a	 creative	 commons	 licence.	 There	 are	 some	 very	 interesting	 videos	 on	

there,	 like	 the	 first	parade	of	 the	migrants	 in	Bologna,	with	4000	migrants,	which	was	

unbelievable	at	the	time	because	there	aren't	as	many	migrants	as	now,	and	most	of	us	

were	wondering	where	these	people	were	hiding.	NGV	had	a	lot	of	potentials,	but	it	was	

a	 little	 too	 sophisticated	 technically	 speaking,	 and	 it	 was	 too	 hard	 to	 upload	 video	

material	with	no	ADSL”.	

 
Stories of Libraries 
 

Bologna,	28	June	2014 

At	my	first	day	of	hackmeeting,	I'm	waiting	anxiously	for	the	talk	of	Msack-hacklab	about	

the	 Colibri	 project,	 a	 software	 designed	 by	 a	 group	 of	 hacktivists	 of	 Naples	 for	

cataloguing	 titles	 in	 self-managed	 libraries.	 After	 the	 talk,	 which	 has	 sparked	 a	 lot	 of	

interest	in	the	audience,	I	approach	the	group	and	briefly	explain	to	the	members	that	I	

would	be	interested	in	talking	to	them	more	about	the	projects	and	their	activism	for	my	

research.	They	seem	enthusiastic,	and	we	exchange	contact	details.	

 

Naples,	28	October	2014 

After	two	and	a	half	hours	on	the	bus,	I	arrive	in	Naples.	The	bus	stops	near	the	central	

train	station,	from	which	I	walk	to	the	occupied	canteen	in	via	Mezzocannone,	near	the	

University	Federico	II.	It	only	takes	me	about	twenty	minutes	to	reach	the	destination.	I	

had	talked	with	the	activists	of	Msack-hacklab	and	had	made	plans	with	them	via	email	
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to	meet	them	at	the	occupied	canteen.	When	I	walk	in,	some	of	them	are	there	waiting	

for	me;	I	recognise	their	faces.	We	chat	briefly	about	the	journey,	then	one	of	them	takes	

me	for	a	tour	of	the	space.	The	canteen	was	built	by	the	university	and	never	opened	to	

the	students	 for	bureaucratic	 reasons.	Some	of	 the	kitchen	equipment	 is	 still	wrapped	

up.	The	activists	then	occupied	it	two	years	ago	to	put	it	to	good	use.	They	have	opened	a	

popular	 gym	with	 a	 large	 boxing	 ring,	 a	 lodge	 (where	 they	 have	 kindly	 offered	me	 a	

place	 to	 stay	 for	 the	night)	 and	various	other	 spaces	 for	 communal	use.	The	occupied	

canteen	will	be	the	space	that	will	host	hackmeeting	2015,	as	it	has	been	decided	in	the	

closing	meeting	in	June	in	Bologna. 

We	decide	 to	 get	 some	 takeaway	 pizza	 before	 starting	 our	 chat,	 then	we	 find	 a	 quiet	

room	where	we	can	converse	and	I	can	record	without	too	much	noise:	 	the	group	has	

agreed	 to	 record	 as	well	 as	 signing	 the	 informant	 consent	 form	with	 the	 name	 of	 the	

collective. 

 

Libraries	 are	 institutions	 that	 preserve	 memory;	 they	 are	 collections	 of	 sources	 of	

information	and	records.	They	preserve	society's	cultural	artefacts	and	make	them	available	

to	a	specific	community.	However,	as	it	is	the	case	for	archives	and	museums,	this	is	not	just	

a	 simple	process	 of	 accumulation	 of	 records	 or	 sources:	 it	 involves	 specific	 techniques	 of	

selection	 that,	 in	 considering	 storage	 capacity,	 decide	what	 to	 preserve	 and,	 on	 the	 other	

hand,	what	 not	 to;	 that	 is	what	 is	 to	 be	 forgotten.	Without	 a	 capacity	 to	 store	 and	 freely	

access	cultural	artefacts	and	information	sources,	a	community	would	struggle	to	maintain	

and	 create	 the	 conditions	 necessary	 for	 democratic	 development	 and	 understanding	 of	

society	 at	 large.	 With	 the	 advent	 of	 the	 Internet	 and	 new	 types	 of	 media,	 techniques	 of	

storing	 and	 preserving	 have	 changed	 as	 well	 as	 the	 very	 modes	 of	 creating	 and	

communicating	cultural	memory.	As	Assmann	points	out: 

 

[...]	One	is	forced	to	consider	the	technical	media	by	which	memory	is	formed	
and	communicated.	[...]	Cultural	memory	is	dependent	on	particular	practices	
and	media.	This	type	of	memory	does	not	come	into	existence	or	persist	of	its	
own	 accord;	 it	 has	 to	 be	 created,	 established,	 communicated,	 continued,	
reconstructed,	 and	 appropriated.	 Individuals	 and	 cultures	 construct	 their	
memories	 interactively	 through	 communication	 by	 speech,	 images,	 and	
rituals.	Without	such	representations,	it	is	impossible	to	build	a	memory	that	
can	 transcend	 generations	 and	 historical	 epochs,	 but	 this	 also	 means	 that	
with	 the	 changing	 nature	 and	 development	 of	 the	 various	 media,	 the	
constitution	of	 the	memory	will	 also	be	 continually	 changing.	 (1999,	 p.	 10-
11) 
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With	the	advent	of	digital	technology	and	the	so-called	"information	revolution",	debates	

have	sparked	around	the	usefulness	of	 libraries	and	whether	they	are	still	relevant	 in	this	

context.	This	is	a	seriously	pressing	debate	considering	that	the	funding	of	public	libraries	is	

declining	amid	insinuations	of	techno-enthusiasts	that	deem	libraries	and	books	as	obsolete.	

Behind	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 democratic	 access	 and	 free	 information	 facilitated	 by	 information	

technology,	 these	 types	 of	 discourses	 conceal	 a	 rather	 elitist	 and	 determinist	 idea	 of	 the	

medium	(the	object	of	critique	in	this	thesis).		

In	 the	 specificity	 of	 the	 Italian	 case,	 as	 it	 has	 been	 outlined	 in	 the	 first	 Chapter	 of	 this	

thesis,	 libraries	 as	 well	 as	 other	 cultural	 institutions	 such	 as	 archives	 and	 museums	 are	

currently	 being	 subjected	 to	 a	 reduction	 in	 funding	 as	 part	 of	 the	 austerity	 measures	

implemented	by	 the	 government	 to	 contain	 public	 expenditure	 in	 the	 current	moment	 of	

crisis.	 This	 context	 is	 currently	 putting	 to	 test	 the	 resilience	 of	 library	 institutions	 that,	

although	 continuing	 to	 play	 a	major	 role	 in	 the	 central	 library	 system	at	 a	 national	 level,	

only	 receive	 sufficient	 funding	 to	 guarantee	 minimal	 essential	 services,	 while	 funding	

initially	 destined	 to	 the	 development	 of	 digital	 services	 are	 destined	 to	 disappear	

completely.52		

Hence,	 the	 importance	 of	 situating	 digital	 and	 information	 technology	 practices	 in	 the	

current	 neoliberal	 context.	 In	 fact,	 knowledge-organisation	 tools,	 technology	 and	

infrastructures	 often	 remain	 largely	 invisible	 to	 the	 public	 but	 carry	 tremendous	

consequences	and	implications	for	knowledge	production	(Star	and	Bowker	cited	in	Adler,	

2015,	p.	39).	The	projects	that	are	presented	in	this	section	emerge	not	only	from	the	desire	

to	 make	 information	 more	 accessible	 to	 a	 wider	 audience	 but	 also	 in	 response	 to	 such	

neoliberal	logic	that	is	reducing	knowledge	to	a	commodity	and,	consequently,	cultural	and	

educational	 institutions	 to	 service	 delivery	 businesses.	 These	 are,	 in	 fact,	 pressed	 to	

orientate	 their	 services	 toward	 “customers	needs”	 rather	 than	 toward	 the	promotion	of	a	

more	positive	attitude	 toward	documentation	as	a	 fundamental	way	and	primary	 tool	 for	

learning.	The	presence	of	 such	projects,	 that	 are	 inspiring	new	and	more	ambitious	ones,	

represents	a	claim	to	reappropriate	information	and	communication	technology,	as	well	as	

to	 encourage	 a	 diverse	 approach	 to	 learning,	 through	 the	 use	 of	 cooperative	 cataloguing,	

learning	tools,	and	standards	that	determine	the	way	we	gain	access	to	information	(Adler,	

2015,	p.	39).		

Amid	discourses	of	supposed	obsolescence	of	printed	media	and	libraries,	these	sorts	of	

																																																								
52	More	about	the	current	state	of	libraries	in	the	last	AIB	(Italian	Association	of	Libraries)	Report:	Ponzani,	V.	(2015)	Rapporto	sulle	

biblioteche	italiane	2013-2014,	Roma:	AIB.		
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interventions	 reinforce	 an	 attitude	 which	 considers	 the	 simultaneous	 importance	 of	

different	 types	 of	 media	 for	 the	 aim	 of	 preserving	 historical	 sources	 and	 guarantee	

increasingly	wider	 access	 to	 information.	 In	 fact,	 as	 Robert	Darnton	 has	 pointed	 out,	 one	

medium	does	not	necessarily	replace	another	(2009).	This	is	a	certainly	relevant	point	if	we	

consider	 the	 fragility	 of	 digital	 files	 and	 the	 problem	of	 transferability	 of	media	 products	

from	one	form	to	the	other	–	given	the	speed	of	the	media	delivery	system	–	but	also	if	we	

consider	 the	 important	 physical	 evidence	 that	 can	 be	 extracted	 from	 the	 printed	 books	

themselves.	

The	 existence	 of	DIY	 projects	 of	 library	 catalogues	 and	 portals	 follows	 and	mirrors	 an	

activist	 attitude	 toward	 the	 production	 of	 culture	 and	memory.	 In	 fact,	 there	 is	 a	 strong	

awareness	among	these	groups	that	access	to	information	is	still	 limited	and	restricted,	as	

well	 as	 that	 the	 type	 of	 information	 that	 it	 is	 made	 public	 and	 potentially	 accessible	 is	

subjected	 to	selection	processes	 that	are	strictly	entangled	 to	power	dynamics.	Therefore,	

these	 projects	 emerge	 not	 only	 from	 the	 desire	 to	 offer	 a	 counter-reading	 of	 dynamics	

underlying	the	processes	of	information	access	and	distribution.	They	also	emerge	from	the	

need	to	defend	the	right	to	access	such	resources	as	well	as	to	preserve	them	in	order	to	be	

able	to	construct	a	collective	memory	that	depends	on	the	circulation	of	specific	ideas.	They	

often	emerge	from	profoundly	affective	experiences	that	have	the	capacity	to	mobilise	the	

conscience	of	 individuals	 into	 the	 constitution	of	 a	 collective	 effort	 and	 identity.	Different	

from	 library	 institutional	 practice,	 whose	 main	 aim	 is	 often	 the	 rigid	 organisation	 of	

knowledge	according	to	specific	methods	reflecting	dominant	logics	of	categorisation,	these	

experiences	 are	 mostly	 oriented	 towards	 the	 organisation	 of	 knowledge	 for	 a	 specific	

purpose.		 
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Figure	15:	Colibrì	(http://colibrì.msack.org)	

	

For	instance,	in	the	case	of	Colibri	the	reason	behind	the	project	is	the	constitution	of	a	

network	 of	 libraries	 that	 are	 located	 in	 occupied	 spaces	 as	 well	 as	 making	 textbooks	

accessible	 to	 the	 students	 –	 mainly	 but	 not	 only	 –	 in	 order	 to	 guarantee	 their	 right	 to	

education:		 

 

[...]	 Colibri	 is	 a	web-based	 software	 designed	 as	 a	 cataloguing	 tool	 for	 self-
managed	 libraries,	provided	with	a	simple	search	 interface.	The	project	 is	a	
creation	of	MSAck-hacklab,	and	it	emerged	from	the	concrete	need	to	share	
the	 books	 of	 the	 self-managed	 libraries	 of	 the	 occupied	 classroom	 at	 the	
University	 Federico	 II,	 and	 with	 the	 intention	 to	 combine	 computer	
technicalities	and	political	logic. 
Colibri	 is	 a	 response	 to	 the	 various	 shortcomings	 of	 the	 University-
Corporation,	 including	 the	 absence	 or	 inadequacy	 of	 educational	 libraries	
where	it	is	possible	to	read	and	borrow	books	necessary	to	study,	considered	
their	exorbitant	cost. 
The	 students,	who	 are	 denied	 the	 right	 to	 study	 now	 reduced	 to	 a	 service,	
have	self-organised	and	set	up	self-managed	libraries,	where	they	can	bring	
their	books	and	borrow	more. 
In	this	context,	the	hacklab	felt	it	had	to	make	a	concrete	contribution	to	the	
various	 projects	 of	 self-managed	 libraries,	 giving	 them	 visibility	 through	 a	
collaborative	 path	 accessible	 to	 those	 without	 a	 technical	 education,	
providing	 all	 the	 tools	 needed	 to	 improve	 the	management	 of	 these	 space	
useful	to	all	students.	(Msackhacklab,	n.d.)	 

 

 

The	technological	expertise	of	some	of	the	activists	occupying	the	space	of	the	canteen	–	

the	 hacklab	 –	 have,	 in	 this	 way,	 been	 socialised	 and	 used	 to	 serve	 a	 specific	 need	 that	

emerged	 from	 the	 community.	 It	 is	 indeed	 interesting	 the	 use	 of	 words	 chosen	 in	 the	

description	 of	 the	 project:	 “the	 hacklab	 felt	 it	 had	 to	 make	 a	 concrete	 contribution”	
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highlights	a	deep	affective	component	present	in	the	collaborative	dynamics	proper	of	these	

grassroots	groups,	as	mentioned	earlier	and	as	I	will	explain	in	the	following	section. 

 

 

					Bologna,	28	June	2014 

The	 first	 day	 of	 hackmeeting	 offers	 a	 great	 variety	 of	 presentations,	 and	 I	 am	 very	

excited	to	be	able	to	attend	the	talk	about	RebAl.	This	is	a	network	of	libraries,	archives	

and	centres	of	documentation	that	specialised	in	anarchist	and	libertarian	theory	and	

culture.	The	project	is	presented	by	staff	members	of	some	of	the	libraries	that	are	part	

of	 the	network	and	some	activists	who	have	realised	 the	portal	 rigorously	using	 free	

software. 

 

 

 
Figure	16:	Rebal	search	page	(rebal.info)	

 

Similarly,	 the	 RebAl	 project	 presented	 at	 the	 hackmeeting	 in	 Bologna	 represents	 the	

congealment	of	 a	much	 longer	 journey	of	 reflections	around	 the	anarchist	 and	 libertarian	

movement,	as	well	as	around	the	preservation	of	sources	and	records	about	the	movement	

and	the	possibility	of	making	them	available	to	a	wider	audience.	This	is	another	example	of	

grassroots	 memory-making	 project	 that	 is	 imbued	 with	 affective	 charge	 in	 its	 “desire	 to	

facilitate	 access”	 and	 in	 the	 affirmation	 of	 its	 partisan	 stance,	 so	 much	 so	 that	 when	

someone	 from	 the	 audience	 asked	 a	 question	 about	 whether	 the	 network	 encompassed	

material	related	to	the	broader	anarchist	movement,	one	of	the	speakers	promptly	pointed	

out	 that	“this	network	does	not,	 in	any	way,	contain	records	or	material	 that	refers	to	the	

anarcho-capitalist	movement.	Our	purpose	 is	 to	 facilitate	 access	 to	historical	 sources	 that	

regard	 the	anarchist	 and	 libertarian	movement,	 as	 in	 the	 left	 libertarian	movement”,	 as	 it	

can	be	read	further	in	its	manifesto: 
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	Manifesto	of	the	Network	of	Anarchist	and	Libertarian	Libraries	and	Archives:	

RebAl	 is	 a	 collaborative	 network	 of	 libraries,	 archives	 and	 documentation	
centres	 specialised	 in	 the	 history,	 theories,	 and	 cultures	 of	 anarchist	 and	
libertarian	 movements.	 (N.B.:	 the	 term	 “libertarian”	 is	 understood	 here	 as	
“left-libertarian”,	not	the	right-wing,	“Californian”	variety). 
RebAl	 emerges	 from	 a	 desire	 to	 facilitate	 access	 to	 the	 libertarian	 cultural	
heritage,	in	the	belief	that	a	broader	circulation	of	such	ideas	is	an	important	
tool	for	social	change,	and	for	disseminating	anti-authoritarian	principles	and	
practices.	 

The	 RebAl	 project	 is	 an	 initiative	 of	 a	 collective	 of	 Italian	 archives	 and	
libraries;	 however,	 it	 seeks	 to	 become	 an	 international	 point	 of	 reference	
aiming	at	fostering	collaboration	between	centres	that	share	the	same	ideas.	
[...] 

Every	 participating	 institution	 shall	 remain	 autonomous	 and	 independent	
with	regard	to	the	management	and	choice	of	contents	of	its	directory,	and	it	
will	remain	separate	from	other	members'	directories	while	continuing	to	be	
accessible	 over	 other	 channels,	 e.g.,	 the	 institution's	 own	website,	 national	
repertories,	and	other	collective	directories.	 

The	 collective	 directory	 is	 set	 up	 using	 VuFind	 open	 source	 software	
(http://vufind-org.github.io/vufind/)	 which	 is	 hosted	 on	 the	 site	
www.rebal.info	 independently	 from	 the	 sites	 of	 the	 participating	 libraries	
and	archives.	 It	will	enable	 the	 inclusion	of	 library	directories,	as	well	as	of	
additional	 resources	 such	 as	 digital	 libraries,	 archives	 inventories,	
bibliographies,	and	open	access	publications	–	all	this	so	as	to	make	RebAl	a	
full-fledged	cultural	portal.	(Rebal,	n.d.) 

 

There	 is	clearly	a	diverse	multiplicity	of	affective	 registers	at	work	 in	the	production	of	

these	 technologies.	 The	working	of	affects	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 interaction	between	memory	

and	its	media	will	be	the	subject	of	the	next	section.	More	specifically,	I	now	seek	to	explain	

how	the	emergence	of	different	forms	of	affects	 from	the	interaction	of	spaces,	bodies	and	

technologies	 contributes	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 political,	 through	 the	 production	 and	

preservation	of	collective	memory.			

 

Affect(s), Emotions, Technology of Memory 

 
For	the	purpose	of	 this	section,	 it	might	be	 important	to	clarify	and	further	explore	the	

concept	of	affect,	and	specifically	its	relation	to	the	concept	of	emotions.	In	the	third	Chapter	

of	 this	 thesis,	 I	have	outlined	 the	 formulation	of	 the	concept	of	affect	 in	 the	philosophy	of	

Baruch	Spinoza,	and	how	this	idea	has	further	been	developed.	I	have	started	with	the	most	
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general	definition	of	affect	as	“the	capacity	of	any	body	to	affect	and	be	affected”,	where	with	

"body"	is	intended	anything,	as	in	Deleuze's	interpretation	of	Spinoza	(1988).	I	have	mostly	

used	 the	 concept	 of	 affect	 in	 terms	 of	 forces	 or	 intensities	 that	 are	 exchanged	 between	

things	and	people,	and	cannot	be	representable	with	language	or	meaning	(Massumi,	2002).	

In	doing	so,	I	have	adopted	a	definition	of	affect	which	allows	me	to	specifically	look	at	how	

organic	 and	 inorganic	 bodies	 bear	 a	 capacity	 to	 affect	 processes	 of	 becoming-common	

through	 the	 analysis	 of	 technologies.	 I	 have	 also	 reflected	 on	 how	 it	 can	 be	 considered	

almost	 as	 a	physiological	 thing	 that	moves	 freely	 in	 the	analysis	of	 spaces	and	how	 these	

interact	with	the	human	subjects	(Brennan,	2004).	Moreover,	in	analysing	the	data	collected	

via	interviews,	I	have	introduced	some	reflections	about	the	presence	of	affective	registers	

that	contributes	to	foster	processes	of	becoming-common.	In	the	first	section	of	this	Chapter,	

I	 will	 look	 at	 this	 aspect	 further	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 topic	 of	 technologies	 of	 memory,	 and	

further	into	the	idea	of	emotions	and	affect	that	I	have	used	in	the	previous	Chapter	to	look	

at	the	project	Ninux.		 

As	mentioned	previously,	 it	 is	difficult	 –	 and	probably	not	desirable	 –	 to	pin	down	 the	

concept	of	affect	in	an	all-encompassing	definition.	Therefore,	although	the	idea	of	affect	as	

intensity	and	force	can	still	be	considered	useful	for	the	purpose	of	this	Chapter,	I	would	like	

to	also	consider	a	critique	of	this	perspective,	 in	analysing	how	affect	can	also	correspond	

and	be	generated	by	objects	(of	memory	in	this	specific	case),	and	therefore	it	can	relate	to	

the	experiential	(how	the	world	around	us	affects	us).	As	Hardt	points	out,	it	is	important	to	

consider	 affects	 in	 terms	 of	 what	 they	 can	 do	 rather	 than	 what	 they	 are	 (2007).	 Ben	

Anderson,	 for	 instance,	 suggests	 that	 it	 can	 be	 insightful	 for	 an	 analysis	 of	 what	 he	 calls	

“affective	 life”	 to	 attend	 to	differentiated	 capacities	 to	 affect	 and	be	 affected	 as	well	 as	 to	

trace	how	affects	emerge	from	and	express	specific	forms	of	relational	configurations	(2014,	

p.	11).		

Among	 other	 scholars,	 Eve	 Sedgwick	 suggests	 other	 approaches	 to	 thinking	 affects	 in	

terms	of	what	is	attached	or	“sticks.”	For	Sedgwick,	affects	have	great	freedom	with	respect	

to	objects,	which	gives	 them	a	 structural	potential,	 and	 they	 can	be	 attached	 to	 anything:	

“things,	 people,	 ideas,	 sensations,	 relations,	 activities,	 ambitions,	 institutions,	 and	 any	

number	of	other	things,	including	other	affects”	(2003,	p.	19).	This	formulation	might	seem	

to	 offer	 a	 different	 reading	 from	Brian	Massumi’s	 idea	 of	 “the	 autonomy	of	 affect”,	which	

posits	that	affects	are	intensities	narratively	delocalised,	and	embodied	in	purely	autonomic	

reactions	that	manifest	on	the	surface	of	bodies	rather	than	in	depth	(Massumi,	2002,	p.	25).	

Sara	Ahmed	stresses	this	point	further: 
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I	 do	 not	 assume	 there	 is	 something	 called	 affect	 that	 stands	 apart	 or	 has	
autonomy,	as	if	it	corresponds	to	an	object	in	the	world,	or	even	that	there	is	
something	called	affect	that	can	be	shared	as	an	object	of	study.	I	would	begin	
with	the	messiness	of	the	experiential,	the	unfolding	of	bodies	in	the	worlds,	
and	 the	 drama	 of	 contingency,	 how	we	 are	 touched	 by	 what	 we	 are	 near.	
(2010b,	p.	30) 

		

 

Although	this	formulation	of	the	idea	of	affect	might	seem	to	stand	in	contrast	with	Brian	

Massumi’s,	I	would	like	to	use	here	Sarah	Ahmed's	idea	of	affect.	In	fact,	both	elaborations	of	

affect	offer	incredible	useful	insights	on	how	specific	affects	and	emotions	affect	processes	of	

becoming-common.	With	regard	to	the	concept	of	emotions,	as	I	have	mentioned	in	Chapter	

Three,	 there	 is	 often	 a	 tendency	 within	 theories	 of	 affect	 to	 make	 a	 distinction	 between	

emotions	 as	 the	 conscious	 feelings	 of	 individuals	 and	affects	 as	 the	 ontological	 relation	 of	

bodies	 coming	 together	 and	 increasing	 their	 capacity	 to	 act	 through	 interconnection	

(Spinoza,	2008;	Clough	2012;	Thrift,	2004).	However,	I	have	also	argued	that	in	considering	

emotions	 in	their	moment	of	happening	I	am	in	fact	 looking	at	the	doings	of	affects,	 in	the	

general	sense	of	bodies	affecting	and	being	affected	by	something.	In	this	sense,	going	into	

the	 specificity	 of	 their	 doings	 will	 help	 this	 analysis	 to	 understand	 further	 how	 power	

operates	through	affect.			

Sara	 Ahmed’s	 critique	 of	 the	 distinction	 between	 emotions	 and	 affect	 is	 particularly	

helpful	 in	 this	 regard.	 Brian	Massumi’s	 conceptualises	affect	 as	 unqualified	 intensities,	 as	

“virtual	synesthetic	perspectives	anchored	in	(functionally	limited	by)	the	actually	existing,	

particular	things	that	embody	them”	(2002,	p.	35-6).	 In	this	formulation,	affect	 is	then	not	

reducible	 to	 the	 personal	 quality	 of	 emotion.	 It	 appears	 that	 there	 is	 a	 tendency	 in	 this	

approach	 to	 associate	 the	 term	 emotion	 with	 the	 feminised	 “personal”,	 almost	 as	 if	 re-

proposing	the	negative	positioning	of	emotion	in	opposition	to	reason	(Thien,	2005,	p.	452).	

Sara	 Ahmed	 takes	 issue	 with	 this	 approach,	 and	 she	 argues	 that	 emotions	 are	 not	

possession,	either	they	have	to	be	associated	with	individuals,	interior	states	or	characters,	

or	the	quality	of	objects	(2004,	p.	194).	Rather,	she	looks	at	the	doing	of	emotions	and	the	

ways	they	work	to	materialise	worlds.	Ahmed	offers	a	reading	of	affects	that	also	highlights	

their	potential	 for	structuring	relations;	she	offers	a	means	of	 	 “thinking	 through	affect	as	

“sticky”.	Affect	 is	what	sticks,	or	what	sustains	or	preserves	the	connection	between	ideas,	

values,	 and	 objects”	 (2010b,	 p.	 29).	 If	affect	 is	 considered	 in	 terms	of	 the	 capacity	 of	 any	

body	 to	act	or	receive,	 it	 is	however	necessary	 to	highlight	 that	 it	 is	not	possible	 to	know	
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how	a	body	will	affect	or	be	affected	prior	 to	an	encounter	with	another	body.	Therefore,	

affects	are	contingent	and	they	cannot	be	explained	outside	the	encounter.		

Drawing	on	my	personal	experience	in	the	field	and	on	interviews	and	observation	of	the	

projects	 previously	 described,	 and	 on	 experiential	 thinking	 of	 affect,	 I	 will	 look	 at	 how	

objects	 of	 memory	 accumulate	 affective	 value,	 and	 in	 which	 way(s)	 affect	 “sticks”	 and	

circulates	 through	 them	 in	 the	 community	of	 reference.	Moreover,	 I	will	 also	 look	at	how	

emotions	 have	 the	 potential	 to	 generate	 platforms	 for	 counter-politics.	 Indeed,	 as	 Sara	

Ahmed	points	out:	 “we	should	not	 look	 for	emotions	only	where	 the	attribution	of	 “being	

emotional”	 is	made.	What	 is	 pointed	 as	 “unemotional”	 also	 involves	 emotions,	 as	ways	of	

responding	to	objects	and	others”	(2004,	p.	17).	

So:	what	 do	 emotions	 do?	 I	will	 start	with	 a	 narrative	 of	 the	 experience	 in	 the	 archive	

Primo	 Moroni	 at	 the	 social	 centre	 Conchetta	 in	 Milan	 before	 analysing	 the	 workings	 of	

affects	 through	 the	 case	 study	 chosen	 for	 this	Chapter	as	 a	 contribution	 to	 the	process	of	

becoming-common.	

 

For	those	who	are	involved	and	interested	in	resistance	practices,	the	names	Conchetta	

and	Primo	Moroni	are	well	known	and	charged	with	emotions	and	meanings.	They	have	

become	objects	that	can	cohere	around	them	not	only	groups,	but	also	memories,	hopes,	

impressions	and	expectations.	As	Sara	Ahmed	explains,	the	term	object	“would	not	refer	

only	to	physical	and	material	things,	but	also	to	anything	that	we	imagine	might	lead	us	

to	 happiness,	 including	 objects	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 values,	 practice,	 and	 style	 as	 well	 as	

aspirations”	 (2010b,	 p.	 43).	 These	 specific	 places	 have	 possibly	 acquired	 a	 powerful	

meaning	in	the	collective	imagination	of	many	groups,	as	they	have	a	capacity	to	affect	

through	evoking	memories	and	emotions,	which	can	be	felt	in	the	body	and	flesh	and	can	

orientate	bodies	and	minds	 toward	determinate	 types	of	 actions.	 It	 is	 in	 this	way	 that	

objects	 “move	 us”.	 “We	 are	 [indeed]	moved	 by	 things.	 And	 in	 being	moved,	we	make	

things”	 (Ahmed,	 2010b,	 p.	 33).	 They	 certainly	 moved	 the	 local	 –	 and	 not	 only	 –	

community	to	resist	 the	many	attempts	of	evictions	by	the	city	council	administration,	

and	orientate	 their	 bodies	 to	physically	 resist	 and	 stop	 the	 threats	 of	 the	police.	 Such	

experiences	are	to	be	considered	as	crucial	to	the	constitution	of	a	political	subject	that	

makes	 of	 resistance	 the	 fundament	 of	 its	 identity.	 Furthermore,	 the	 experience	 of	

resisting	bodies	as	physically	applying	a	force	to	oppose	or	retard	the	motion,	the	action	

of	eviction	not	only	contributes	to	defining	a	political	subject	but	also	to	shaping	bodies	

–	 individual	 and	 collective	 –	 as	 resistant	 agents,	 as	 Sara	Ahmed	 explains:	 “[E]motions	
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work	to	shape	the	“surfaces”	of	individual	and	collective	bodies.	Bodies	take	the	shape	of	

the	very	contact	 they	have	with	objects	and	others”	(2004,	p.1).	For	twenty-five	years,	

Conchetta	has	been	one	of	the	most	lively	and	dynamic	places	in	the	city	of	Milan,	and	a	

symbol	of	resistance	for	the	alternative	scene.	Emotions	drip	from	the	walls	of	this	place.	

They	affected	me	in	the	evaluation	of	this	place/object	as	potential	asset	for	the	process	

of	 construction	 of	 my	 identity	 as	 part	 of	 a	 broader	 process	 of	 becoming-common.	

Furthermore,	they	affect	us,	and	put	us	into	intimate	contact	with	things,	in	the	present	

of	an	encounter	with	them	(Ahmed,	2010b,	p.	31).	They	certainly	moved	me,	in	my	quest	

to	find	not	only	possible	useful	archival	material	 for	my	research,	but	also	to	reinforce	

the	 bond	 with	 a	 history	 and	 a	 community	 which	 I	 feel	 part	 of	 and	 share	 a	 sense	 of	

belonging	with.	I	was,	then	driven	to	Conchetta	loaded	with	expectations	and	emotions	

towards	 this	 specific	object	 that	had	emerged	 through	affective	 relations	 to	 this	place,	

developed	in	part	through	narrated	memories	of	the	past	of	this	place.	I	had	a	vague	idea	

of	what	I	could	possibly	find	there,	as	I	had	already	had	a	look	at	the	online	catalogue,	

however	 I	was	 anxious	 to	 experience	 the	 place	 physically,	 and	 to	 have	 direct	 contact	

with	it	as	it	seemed	to	maintain	a	special	place	in	the	memory	and	tales	of	many	activists	

I	had	spoken	with:	this	is	one	of	the	reasons	I	went	there	in	the	first	place.	What	made	

this	place	so	special?	I	had	inevitably	begun	to	imagine	and	create	expectations	around	

it.	Expectations	that	have	come	from	an	unknown	place	of	tales	and	promises	that	have	

pointed	me	somewhere,	which	is	“the	where”	from	which	now	I	was	expecting	so	much	

(Ahmed,	2010b,	p.	33).		

 

Grassroots	partisan	archives	and	libraries	can	be	emotional	spaces	(physical	or	virtual)	

charged	 by	 intense	 memories,	 at	 times,	 of	 trauma	 and	 pain.	 They	 embody	 a	 desire	 to	

preserve	 objects	 whose	 existence	 and	 integrity	 are	 threatened	 by	 both	 the	 possibility	 of	

external	attacks	and	the	deterioration	that	is	an	inevitable	condition	of	the	organic	material.	

They	can	stir	a	feeling	of	nostalgia	for	objects	that	have	been	lost,	and	of	fear	that	the	rest	

might	be	destroyed,	but	also	of	hope	and	industriousness	to	rebuild	and	restart	again,	and	

always	 try	 different	 routes.	 The	 feeling	 is	 never	 one	 of	 passivity,	 but	 always	 of	 action,	 of	

doing,	 of	making	which	 implies	 a	deep	emotionality	 that	 affects	 the	becoming-common	 of	

these	groups,	as	in	the	case	of	NGV	for	instance.		

NGV,	as	Zombie	explained,	emerged	 from	a	combination	of	 feelings,	desires	and	needs:	

“[...]	The	idea	of	NGV	starts	after	the	dreadful	experience	of	the	G8	repression	in	Genoa	in	

2001.	[...]	When	they	came	back	from	Genoa,	with	injuries	and	terribly	traumatised,	we	found	
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ourselves	with	a	lot	of	video	and	audio	material,	and	the	desire	to	do	something	to	denounce	

what	had	happened	was	very	strong.	[...]	So,	I	started	to	think:	okay,	this	is	what	happened	in	

Genoa,	 but	 surely	 there	 is	 other	 video	material	 that	will	 come	out,	 as	well	 as	more	 video	

material	 about	 the	past,	 that	would	be	 interesting	and	useful	 to	make	available	 to	others.	

This	is	how	NGV	began	[...]”.	The	use	of	the	name	Genoa	is	standing	by	itself	in	Zombie’s	tale	

–	and	in	many	other	activists’	tales	that	I	have	listened	to	–	without	the	need	of	any	further	

explanation.	It	is	assumed	that	this	word	is	self-explanatory	as	it	has	an	association	with	a	

certain	emotional	experience	and	to	certain	emotions	which	do	not	need	to	be	made	explicit.	

This	might	be	seen,	as	Sara	Ahmed	suggests,	as	a	way	in	which	pain	enters	politics	and	“how	

the	language	of	pain	operates	through	signs	–	sticky	signs	as	she	calls	these	type	of	words	–	

which	convey	histories	that	involve	injuries	to	bodies,	at	the	same	time	as	they	conceal	the	

presence	 of	 the	 “work”	 of	 other	 bodies”	 (2004,	 p.	 21).	 This	 word	 brings	 back	 to	 mind	

experiences	 of	 suffering	 while	 evoking	 a	 history	 of	 repression	 and	 injustices	 that	 have	

triggered	–	and	still	trigger	–	reactions	in	the	forms	of	emotions.	Negative	feelings	of	anger,	

fear,	and	pain	generated	from	the	traumatic	experience	of	death	and	bashed	bodies	during	

the	 G8	 in	 Genoa,	 have	 resulted	 in	 diverse	 reactions.	 They	 have	 been	 channelled	 into	

different	 projects,	 that	 have	 constituted	 the	 objects	 invested	 with	 affects	 and	 emotions	

toward	which	communities	and	groups	turned	their	orientation.	I	argue	that	such	projects,	

as	NGV,	 represent	 some	 specific	 forms	 of	 care	 of	 the	 self	 and	 of	 others,	 that	 have	 helped	

individuals,	groups	and	communities	to	recover	from	the	feeling	of	immobility	and	the	sense	

of	 despair	 following	 such	 a	 traumatic	 event	while	 contributing	 to	 the	 reconstitution	 of	 a	

sense	of	belonging.		

Likewise,	 originating	 as	 a	 reaction	 to	 the	 same	 event	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 group	

Ippolita	–	whose	work	on	the	politics	of	technology	has	extensively	been	used	in	this	thesis.	

Ippolita	is	a	collective	of	activist-researchers	who	have	been	writing	on	the	impact	of	social	

media	 technology	 on	 society	 and	 its	 implications	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 collective	 identities.	

When	I	met	them	for	an	interview,	and	I	asked	them	about	how	the	collective	came	together,	

they	 replied:	 “it	was	 after	Genoa.	The	 atmosphere	was	 so	dark	within	 the	movement;	we	

needed	something	to	keep	us	going”.	 If	we	agree	that	pain,	as	Sara	Ahmed	explains,	 is	not	

simply	 the	 feeling	 corresponding	 to	 the	 bodily	 damage	 but	 a	 feeling	 involving	 complex	

forms	of	association	between	sensations	and	other	kinds	of	“feeling	states”	(2004,	p.	23),	we	

might	then	attribute	the	emergence	of	such	objects	as	NGV	and	Ippolita	to	the	doings	of	pain,	

considered	in	terms	of	its	affective	capacity	of	generating	potential.		

In	 The	 Cultural	 Politics	 of	 Emotions	 (2004),	 Ahmed	 rightfully	 takes	 issue	 with	 Wendy	
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Brown’s	argument	that	pain	can	be	a	problematic	“foundation”	for	politics	(p.	32).	In	States	

of	Injury	(1995),	Brown	asks:	

	

Given	 the	 widely	 averred	 interest	 of	 politicised	 identity	 in	 achieving	
emancipatory	political	recognition	in	a	posthumanist	discourse,	what	are	the	
logics	of	pain	in	the	subject	formation	processes	of	late	modern	polities	that	
might	 contain	 or	 subvert	 this	 aim?	What	 are	 the	 particular	 constituents	 of	
identity's	 desire	 for	 recognition	 that	 seem	 to	 breed	 often	 a	 politics	 of	
recrimination	and	rancour,	of	culturally	dispersed	paralysis	and	suffering,	a	
tendency	 to	 reproach	 power	 rather	 than	 aspire	 to	 it,	 to	 disdain	 freedom	
rather	than	practising	it?	(p.	55)	

	

Brown's	argument	has	its	merits	in	exposing	a	certain	tendency	within	subaltern	politics	

to	 fetishise	 wounds	 and	 adopt	 this	 as	 the	 basis	 of	 a	 new	 political	 identity,	 as,	 evidently,	

dwelling	 on	wrongdoings	 and	 abuses	 can	 lead	 to	 political	 paralysis.	 Identity	 produced	 in	

reaction	to	power	and	structured	by	this	ethos	can	become	deeply	invested	in	its	impotence	

(1995,	p.	70).	Politicised	identity	investments	in	itself,	and	particularly	in	its	own	history	of	

suffering,	 can	 come	 into	 conflict	 with	 the	 need	 to	 give	 up	 such	 investments	 in	 order	 to	

pursue	 emancipatory	 democratic	 projects.	 Adopting	 Nietzsche’s	 model	 of	 ressentiment,	

Brown	initially	suggests	an	engagement	in	“something	of	a	Nietzschean	“forgetting”	of	this	

history	 [of	 suffering]”	 while	 reaching,	 in	 the	 end,	 a	 feeble	 conclusion	 that	 the	 counsel	 of	

forgetting,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 already	 erased	 histories	 and	 historical	 invisibility,	 is	 in	 fact	

“inappropriate	 if	not	cruel”	 (p.	74).	 Indeed,	as	Ahmed	suggests	and	as	 I	have	explained	 in	

this	Chapter,	forgetting	can	perpetuate	the	violence	of	such	experiences.	The	task	is	instead	

to	remember	and	to	reclaim	the	right	to	remember	in	order	to	move	away	from	attachments	

that	are	hurtful	(Ahmed,	2004,	p.	33).		

Drawing	 on	Ahmed’s	 argument	 around	 the	doings	 of	 pain	 into	 politics,	 I	would	 like	 to	

further	 suggest,	 in	 relation	 to	 these	 specific	 cases	 analysed,	 a	 consideration	 of	 pain	 as	

potentially	 generative	of	 a	 restorative	 politics.	 In	 fact,	 it	 can	be	 argued	 that	 in	 the	 case	of	

NGV	 and	 Ippolita	 the	 negative	 feeling	 of	 pain	 has	 affected	 the	 development	 of	 positive	

experiences	 of	 emancipatory	 projects	 and	 fostered	 moments	 of	 becoming-common	 in	

opening	up	paths	toward	a	politics	of	autonomy.	In	this	sense,	the	doings	of	pain	produce	a	

reaction	toward	the	constitution	of	projects	of	autonomous	politics.	Indeed,	a	reaction	does	

not	 necessarily	 represent	 a	 substitute	 for	 action:	 that	 is,	 a	 reiteration	 of	 impotence,	

incapacity	 and	powerlessness	 as	Brown	puts	 it	 (1995,	 p.	 69).	 A	 politics	 that	 acts	without	

reacting	 is	 impossible	 (Ahmed,	 2004,	 p.	 174).	 The	 reaction	 is	 a	 response	 to	 pain	

accompanied	 by	 anger:	 it	 is	 a	 realisation	 that	 the	 pain	 is	 an	 injustice	 and	 that	 something	
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must	 be	 done	 about	 it,	 that	 action	 must	 be	 taken	 against	 it.	 Most	 of	 these	 projects	 that	

emerge	 from	 experiences	 of	 repression	 and	 frustration	 of	 desires	 which	 cause	 pain	 and	

anger	 affect	 the	 people	 who	 have	 experienced	 them	 and	 instilled	 in	 them	 a	 sense	 of	

injustice.			

This	 is	 also	 the	 case	 for	 the	 project	 Colibri,	 for	 instance:	 “The	 project	 is	 a	 creation	 of	

MSAck-hacklab,	 and	 it	 emerged	 from	 the	 concrete	 need	 to	 share	 the	 books	 of	 the	 self-

managed	 libraries	 of	 the	 occupied	 classroom	at	 the	University	 Federico	 II	 [...].	Colibri	 is	a	

response	to	the	various	shortcomings	of	the	University-Corporation	[...]	The	students,	[who]	

are	denied	 the	 right	 to	study	 [...]”.	These	projects	are	products	of	 the	doings	of	anger,	 too.	

Anger	 can	be	 constructed	 in	 different	ways,	 and	 interestingly,	 it	maintains	 an	 orientation	

not	 just	 toward	 the	 past	 but	 also	 toward	 the	 future	 (Ahmed,	 2004,	 p.	 175).	 In	 the	 cases	

considered,	it	can	be	interpreted	as	the	translation	of	pain	into	knowledge	–	I	am	thinking	

here,	in	particular,	of	the	case	of	archiviografton9	which,	as	I	have	explained,	has	published	

net	material	that	had	been	considered	waste	within	the	movement	itself.	It	can	also	be	read	

as	the	response	to	injustices	like	the	denial	of	resources	for	education	that	are	increasingly	

making	 high	 education	 inaccessible	 for	 a	 greater	 part	 of	 the	 population.	 Anger	 can	 be	

directed	 toward	 a	 specific	 object,	 as	 that	 specific	 object	 is	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 anger,	 as	 the	

example	of	SherwoodDocX	shows,	in	communicating	through	a	narrative	of	othering:	“What	

we	 would	 like	 to	 propose	 is	 a	 generous	 work	 of	 sharing	 [...]	 This	 is	 defined,	 pompously	

elsewhere,	as	historical	memory	but	put	quite	 simply	 it	 is	 the	documentation	of	our	–	not	

their	–	lives,	as	we	perceived	and	internalised	them	[...]”.	

	Affects,	 indeed,	 have	 much	 to	 tell	 about	 complex	 relations	 of	 power	 as	 well	 as	

contributing	 to	 shaping	 the	 boundaries	 of	 individual	 and	 collective	 bodies	 that	 constitute	

the	basis	 of	 political	 subjectivity.	 In	 a	way,	 the	 emergence	 of	 such	projects	 represented	 a	

possibility	 for	 those	affected	by	 the	experience	of	 trauma	and	pain	and	anger,	 for	healing	

and	recovery:	it	allowed	for	a	possibility	of	what	I	have	called	above	restorative	politics.	It	is,	

indeed,	the	conditions	of	possibility	of	pain	that	need	to	be	explored	further	as	well	as	the	

conditions	of	possibility	for	remembering	and	preserving	stories	of	pain,	because,	as	Ahmed	

suggests:	 “Bringing	pain	 into	politics	requires	we	give	up	the	 fetish	of	 the	wound	through	

different	kind	of	remembrance”	(2004,	p.	33	-	34).		

However,	these	are	also	stories	of	success	–	even	if	some	only	temporary	–	and	of	hope,	as	in	

a	type	of	affect	that	is	oriented	toward	the	future,	a	future	of	action.	Hence,	in	exploring	the	

conditions	of	possibility	 for	remembering,	 the	 technologies	of	making	memory	need	to	be	

considered	as	having	a	potential	to	affect	the	intensity	of	such	feelings	and	their	doings.	In	
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the	 specificity	 of	 the	 cases	 examined,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 explore	 how	 a	 feeling	 of	 hope	 is	

attached	to	the	object	–	memory	making	technology	–	as	in	its	capacity	to	preserve	objects	

of	memory	 and	 to	 circulate	 them	and	 the	 feelings	 that	 are	 attached	 to	 them	and	 that	 are	

evoked	through	remembrance.	There	is	a	feeling	of	hope	that	this	specific	type	of	technology	

can	 help	 fix	 some	 of	 the	 wrongs	 that	 have	 been	 suffered	 by	 giving	 more	 visibility	 to	

memories	and	objects	that	had,	for	a	variety	of	reasons,	been	forgotten	or	put	aside.	 

 

My	desire	is	to	be	able	to	make	these	items	circulate	within	a	larger	number	of	
people,	to	ensure	broader	access	to	these	publications	and	ultimately	a	better	
way	to	preserve	them	(aa). 
 
[..]	the	desire	to	do	something	to	denounce	what	had	happened	was	very	strong.	
People	who	had	 taken	part	 in	 the	 rally	and	were	victims	of	 the	 raids,	came	
from	other	countries	to	help	us	put	a	video	together	[...]	that	we	then	released	
on	 the	web.	 So,	 I	 started	 to	 think:	 ok,	 this	 is	what	 happened	 in	 Genoa,	 but	
surely	there	is	other	video	material	that	will	come	out,	as	well	as	more	video	
material	 about	 the	 past,	 that	 would	 be	 interesting	 and	 useful	 to	 make	
available	to	others	(Zombie). 
 
[...]	 the	 hacklab	 felt	 it	 had	 to	 make	 a	 concrete	 contribution	 to	 the	 various	
projects	 of	 self-managed	 libraries,	 giving	 them	 visibility	 through	 a	
collaborative	path	accessible	to	those	without	a	technical	education,	providing	
all	the	tools	needed	to	improve	the	management	of	these	spaces	useful	to	all	
students	(msack-hacklab). 
 
RebAl	 emerges	 from	 a	 desire	 to	 facilitate	 access	 to	 the	 libertarian	 cultural	
heritage,	 in	the	belief	that	a	broader	circulation	of	such	ideas	is	an	important	
tool	for	social	change,	and	for	disseminating	anti-authoritarian	principles	and	
practices	(RebAl).		 

 

 

The	politics	of	 technology	can	be	one	of	 transformation	when	 it	corresponds	to	certain	

values,	and	it	can	be,	therefore,	a	politics	of	hope.	As	Ahmed	states:	“Politics	without	hope	is	

impossible,	 and	 hope	without	 politics	 is	 a	 reification	 of	 possibility	 (and	 becomes	merely	

religious).	 Indeed,	 it	 is	 hope	 that	makes	 involvement	 in	 direct	 forms	 of	 political	 activism	

enjoyable:	the	sense	that	“gathering	together”	is	about	opening	up	the	world,	claiming	space	

through	 “affective	 bonds”	 (2004,	 p.	 184).	 Communities	 organise	 around	 values,	 and	 this	

process	 involves	 emotional	 orientations	 toward	 objects	 and	 others.	 These	 projects	

emphasise	certain	values	over	others	such	as	the	importance	of	preserving	knowledge,	and	

the	possibility	to	widen	access	and	sharing.	Such	values	and	politics	is	as	well	congealed	in	

the	design	 itself	of	 the	specific	 technology	used	 for	 these	specific	projects,	as	explained	 in	

the	 previous	 Chapter,	 as	 the	 use	 of	 free	 software	 makes	 the	 nature	 of	 these	 projects	
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inherently	 collaborative.	 These	 projects	 borrowed	 much	 from	 the	 “hands-on”	 hacker	

attitude	of	not	just	using	but	also	building	technology	that	is	needed	to	reach	specific	aims,	

and	that	often	requires	the	sharing	and	circulation	of	such	expertise	to	refine	the	technical	

instrument.	 They	 are	mostly	 realised	with	 the	 use	 of	 free	 software	which	 is,	 in	 principle,	

designed	to	give	 the	possibility	 to	 the	community	 that	receives	 it	 to	use	and	 interpret	 the	

software	 in	 always	 new	 ways	 and	 for	 new	 purposes	 (Ippolita,	 2005,	 p.22).	 This	 has	 the	

potential	 to	 affect	 the	 becoming-common	 of	 groups	 around	 shared	 values,	 desires,	 and	

affects.	 In	 fact,	 this	brings	 together	not	only	 individuals	who	share	an	attitude	of	pleasure	

towards	 refining	 software	 technicality	 but	 also,	 in	 the	 specific	 cases	 considered	 of	

technologies	 employed	 to	 preserve	 memory	 objects,	 mobilises	 already	 existing	 affective	

relations	emerged	by	shared	orientations	toward	objects	of	memory.	However,	these	can	be	

reinforced	 and	 augmented	 by	 the	 circulation	 of	 such	 objects	 and	 the	 affects	 attached	 to	

them,	thanks	to	the	use	of	such	technology.	While	the	experience	of	the	physical	records	as	

well	 as	 of	 the	 physical	 place	might	 be	 lost	 in	 the	 process	 of	 digitisation,	 I	 argue	 that	 the	

possibility	of	greater	circulation	of	records	allowed	through	the	digitisation	can	increase	the	

capacity	 of	 such	 records	 and	 archives	 to	motivate,	 inspire,	 anger,	 and	 to	 create	 a	 sort	 of	

archival	imaginary	(Gilliland	and	Caswell,	2016,	p.	55).		

The	 nature	 of	 the	 production	 of	 memory	 as	 in	 preserving	 it	 through	 the	 making	 of	

archives	 and	 records,	 and	 the	 making	 of	 library	 catalogues	 and	 historical	 narratives	 is	

indeed,	 affective,	 as	 it	 is	 a	 deeply	 embodied	 experience	 of	 engagement	 of	 working	 with	

human	 and	 nonhuman	material	 and	 stories	 (Lee,	 2016,	 p.	 35).	 	 In	 its	 being	 affective,	 the	

work	of	production	of	memory	is	also	political,	carrying	into	politics	the	workings	of	affects	

themselves.	

								

Conclusion 
 
This	Chapter	has	explored	 the	affective	nature	of	memory	objects	and	memory	making	

practices	and	technology,	and	how	the	circulation	of	emotions	and	affects	that	are	attached	

to	them	can	be	transformed	or	amplified	through	digitisation.	These	technologies,	and	the	

practices	 that	 emerge	 around	 their	 use,	 foster	 moments	 of	 becoming-common	 and	

contribute	to	the	production	of	alternatives	to	neoliberalism.	

Drawing	 on	 notes	 taken	 in	 the	 field,	 I	 have	 explored	 how	 emotions	 are	 crucial	 in	 the	

process	 of	 becoming-common	 that	 also	 relies	 on	 the	 preservation	 and	 the	 production	 of	
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collectively	 shared	 memories,	 that	 are	 fundamental	 for	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 collective	

identity	and	a	political	subject.	Analysing	the	several	projects	for	the	preservation	and	the	

production	of	memory	that	have	been	developed	by	the	groups	investigated,	I	have	outlined	

how	 the	 feelings	 of	 pain	 and	 anger	 have	 worked	 toward	 affecting	 the	 shaping	 of	 such	

projects.	 I	 have	 also	 explored	 how	 such	 objects	 are	 invested	 with	 a	 feeling	 of	 hope	 that	

opens	 politics	 toward	 the	 future,	 and	 that	 it	 can	 gather	 around	 itself	 a	 community	 of	

reference	that	shares	a	specific	set	of	values.	

In	closing,	these	are	important	aspects	to	consider	because	the	capacity	for	a	new	politics	

that	 can	 lead	 to	 new	 subjects	 and	 objects	 for	 collective	 action	 rests	 on	 the	 capacity	 to	

mobilise	not	only	needs	but	also	desires	as	engines	for	transformation.	Desires,	and	not	only	

needs,	 are	 a	 precondition	 for	 knowledge	 and	 collaboration	 as	 well	 as	 for	 a	 new	 politics	

toward	 a	 commons-based	 society.	 I	 turn	 now	 to	 my	 last	 analysis	 Chapter,	 where	 I	 will	

explore	the	relationship	between	grassroots	activist	groups	and	corporate	social	media.		
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CHAPTER	FIVE:	Activist	use	of	corporate	social	media:	putting	the	

“social”	back	
	

The	 image	 of	 the	 network,	 with	 its	 obvious	 bias	 toward	 vision,	 has	 become	 the	
paradigmatic	representation	of	understanding	our	present	 technological	 society	as	a	
holistic	 entity	 that	 would	 otherwise	 escape	 our	 cognitive	 grasp.	 Yet	 no	 image	 is	
ideologically	 neutral,	 for	 the	 image	 of	 the	 network	 is	 also	 a	mediation	 between	 the	
subject	and	object	that	inscribes	–	or	pre-programs	–	a	certain	conceptual	apparatus	
onto	the	world,	namely	that	of	nodes	and	links	(Hui	and	Halpin,	2013,	p.	256). 
 

 
 

In	 the	 previous	 Chapters	 of	 this	 thesis,	 I	 have	 analysed	 how	DIY	 technologies,	 emerge	

from	the	perseverance	and	dedication	of	grassroots	groups.	I	have	also	looked	at	how	they	

affect	individuals	and	collectivities	in	the	construction	of	space	and	time	that	contribute	to	

the	 process	 of	 becoming-common. In	 this	 Chapter,	 I	will	 look	 further	 into	 the	 idea	 of	 the	

process	of	becoming-common	by	considering	how	the	groups	researched	interact	with	and	

use	corporate	social	media,	and	particularly	social	networks,	for	their	political	goals.		

The	present	discussion	will	proceed	differently	from	the	previous	Chapters.	Here,	 I	will	

initially	 adopt	 a	 critical	 approach	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 “social”	 as	 crafted	 by	 web	

corporations	before	discussing	possible	alternatives	elaborated	by	the	groups	observed.	In	

doing	so,	I	will	look	at	some	of	the	characteristics	of	the	social	web	and	review	the	relevant	

literature	 that	 critiques	 the	 very	 concept	 of	 the	 “social”.	 Furthermore,	 by	 incorporating	

notes	and	interviews	from	my	fieldwork,	I	will	analyse	how	and	why	some	activist	groups	

use	 corporate	 social	 media	 for	 political	 activism.	 I	 will	 also	 consider	 the	 theoretical	

assumptions	that	lie	behind	different	communication	practices.	 

Finally,	 to	 complement	 the	 experiences	 described	 in	 the	 previous	 Chapters,	 I	 will	

consider	 possible	 alternatives	 to	 the	 current	 dominant	model	 of	 social	 networks,	 namely	

trusted	networks	 (Ippolita,	 2015,	 p.	 13).	 I	will	 compare	 and	 contrast	 the	 two	models	 and	

discuss,	 with	 the	 help	 of	 concrete	 examples,	 the	 political	 and	 theoretical	 logics	 that	

specifically	 lead	 to	 the	emergence	of	 these	different	 types	of	networks.	This	Chapter	 then	

seeks	 to	 provide	 contrasting	 examples	 of	 activist	 engagement	 with	 information	 and	

communication	 technology:	 I	 argue	 that	 trusted	 networks	 constitute	 an	 example	 of	

alternative	technology	that	seeks	to	resist	the	neoliberal	model	of	the	corporate	social	web.	

I	 argue	 further	 that	 this	 type	 of	 self-produced	 and	 self-managed	 technology	 affects	

processes	 of	 becoming-common.	 I	 will	 now	 begin	 my	 analysis	 by	 discussing	 how	 an	

untrustworthy	network	looks	like	and	move	toward	the	definition	of	trusted	networks.	
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Untrustworthy networks: the example of Facebook 
 
In	 this	 section,	 I	begin	with	a	 typical	 example	of	 an	untrustworthy	network:	Facebook.	

This,	in	fact,	has	become	the	dominant	model	for	social	media	platforms.	I	begin	here	to	set	

the	 foundations	 for	 the	 critique	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 “social”	 that	will	 follow	 in	 the	 next	

pages.	This	discussion	is	useful	to	outline	how	corporate	social	networks	work	in	contrast	to	

trusted	networks	that	I	will	present	later	in	this	Chapter.		

Facebook	relies	on	an	infrastructure	made	by	closed	source	software,	physical	users	and	

producers	 of	 the	 software,	 and	 physical	 computational	 machines	 where	 data	 and	

information	 are	 received,	 filtered	 and	 distributed	 to	 the	 networks	 of	 contacts.53	Data	 are	

stored	on	servers	and	aggregated	in	data	centers.	Facebook	has	not	revealed	how	many	web	

servers	 it	 uses	 to	 power	 its	 infrastructure,	 but	 the	 number	 is	 suspected	 to	 be	 in	 the	

hundreds	of	thousands.	As	reported	by	the	Data	Center	Knowledge	platform:		

	

In	 its	most	recent	annual	SEC	filing,	Facebook	reported	that	 it	owned	about	
$3.63	billion	in	“network	equipment”	as	of	the	end	of	2015	—	up	from	$3.02	
billion	in	2014.	Facebook	requires	massive	storage	infrastructure	to	house	its	
enormous	stockpile	of	photos,	which	grows	steadily	as	users	add	hundreds	of	
millions	 of	 new	 photos	 every	 day.	 To	 support	 that	 huge	 activity,	 Facebook	
has	built	four	huge	data	centers	with	two	more	sites	under	construction	as	of	
September	 2016,	 and	 leases	 additional	 server	 space	 from	 data	 center	
providers	 in	 several	 locations	 in	 and	 outside	 of	 the	 US.	 (Data	 Knowledge	
Centre,	2016)	

	

This	massive	assemblage	of	servers	and	data	works	together	to	deliver	information	and	

data	 in	 seconds	 and	 requires	 an	 enormous	 amount	 of	 energy	 to	 run.54	We	 are,	 indeed,	

talking	of	 large	areas	of	 land	known	as	“server	 farms”.	Facebook	reported	$2.52	billion	 in	

capital	expenditures	on	data	centers,	servers,	network	infrastructure,	and	office	buildings	in	

2015	 (Data	Knowledge	Centre,	2016).	Furthermore,	 the	company	has	 recently	announced	

the	fourth	expansion	of	the	Altoona	Data	Center	in	the	state	of	Iowa.	(Facebook,	n.d.)	

The	company	regulates	the	community	of	users	through	the	stipulation	of	contracts	and	
																																																								
53	A	closed-source	(as	opposed	to	an	open-source)	software	means	that	the	source	code	is	not	released	to	the	public	and	it	is	owned	

by	a	company	or	an	organisation	and	maintained	by	a	team	that	also	produces	the	software	product.	This	means	that	the	software	cannot	

be	copied	and	redistributed,	because	access	to	its	use	must	be	legally	purchased,	although	even	in	that	case	it	is	not	the	source	code	that	

is	purchased	but	the	right	to	use	the	software.	
54	Facebook’s	 server	 farms	used	678	million	kilowatt	hours	 (kWh)	of	 electricity	 in	2012,	up	 from	509	million	kWh	 in	2011.	That	

reflects	major	expansions	of	its	company-built	data	center	campuses	in	Prineville,	Oregon	and	Forest	City,	North	Carolina.	In	2012,	the	

carbon	footprint	of	Facebook’s	server	farms	grew	from	196,000	metric	tons	of	carbon	dioxide	in	2011	to	298,000	metric	tons	in	2012,	an	

increase	 of	 52	 percent	 –	 a	 faster	 pace	 of	 increase	 than	 the	 33	 percent	 rise	 in	 the	 power	 used	 by	 these	 server	 farms.	 (Data	 Centre	

Knowledge,	2013)	
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terms,	 and	 by	 providing	 guidelines	 about	 Facebook’s	 expectations	 regarding	 the	 content	

that	 is	 posted	 online	 and	 the	 users’	 activity	 on	 the	 platform	 (Facebook,	 n.d.).	 Facebook	

claims	 it	 takes	 a	 hybrid	 approach	 to	 the	 network	 which	 it	 calls	 “distributed	 control,	

centralised	override”	(Facebook,	n.d.).	While	each	individual	user	–	or	node	–	has	control	of	

the	 portion	 of	 network	 that	 she/he	 has	 created,	 the	 functioning	 of	 the	whole	 network	 is	

ensured	 by	 the	 centralised	 control	 and	 management	 of	 the	 source	 code.	 Therefore,	 the	

hybrid	approach	adopted	by	Facebook	for	the	management	of	the	whole	network	generates	

inequalities	between	nodes.	 In	 fact,	 as	 Jodi	Dean	explains,	 these	 type	of	networks,	 that	 is,	

networks	 characterised	 by	 “free	 choice”,	 growth	 and	 preferential	 atttachment,	 have	 a	

specific	structure	that	creates	inequality	 in	communication	(2014,	p.	4).	The	most	popular	

node	has	 twice	as	many	 links	as	 the	second	most	popular,	which	has	more	 than	 the	 third	

most	 popular	 and	 so	 on.	 In	 this	 way,	 there	 is	 little	 difference	 between	 the	 least	 popular	

nodes,	 but	 a	 significant	 difference	 between	 the	most	 popular	 and	 the	 least	 popular.	 This	

type	of	“social”	media	produce	(or	re-produce)	social	hierarchies.		

The	 features	of	Facebook	differ	significantly	 from	the	alternative	 type	of	networks	 that	

the	groups	I	have	researched	produce.	I	will	return	to	this	matter	later	in	the	Chapter.		

	

Figure	17:	Altoona,	Iowa,	Facebook	data	center.	(Photo:	@2014	Jacob	Sharp	Photography)	
(Facebook,	2014)	
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Social Networks and “The Movement”: toward a trusted network 

	

I	 turn	 now	 to	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 activist	 use	 of	 untrustworthy	 corporate	 social	

networks	 that	 pre-empts	 a	 discussion	 of	 trusted	 networks.	 Trusted	 networks,	 as	 I	 will	

explain	 later,	are	a	significant	and	necessary	step	 into	 the	process	of	becoming-common.	 I	

will	 begin	by	 introducing	Veronica’s	 ideas	 –	 she	 is	 another	participant	 –	 about	 the	use	of	

corporate	 social	 media.	 I	 will	 then	 address	 the	 most	 relevant	 issues	 emerging	 form	 this	

interview	in	the	next	sections.	
 

Padua,	Sherwood	Festival,	5	July	2014 
 
Daniele	has	introduced	me	to	other	activists	that	have	kindly	offered	to	take	part	in	my	

research.	One	of	 them,	Veronica,	has	been	 involved	 in	 the	antagonist	movement	 in	 the	

North-East	since	the	1970s,	and	has	been	in	the	core	group	of	Radio	Sherwood	for	many	

years	 since	 its	 establishment.	 Therefore,	 I	 am	 particularly	 enthusiastic	 about	 the	

possibility	of	talking	to	her.	However,	Veronica	is	very	busy	on	the	days	of	the	festival,	

and	when	I	go	back	to	the	park	the	day	after	I	met	Daniele	and	Bruno	it	takes	me	a	while	

to	find	her.	We	manage	to	find	a	relatively	quiet	place,	behind	the	bookshop	where	I	can	

record	our	conversation.	Veronica	does	not	have	much	time	as	she	is	expected	at	one	of	

the	stalls	 to	 introduce	 the	presentation	of	a	book	on	 the	 twenty	years	of	 the	Zapatista	

Movement	 –	 the	 presentation	will	 also	 be	 streamed	 online.	 	 I	 go	 straight	 to	 the	 point	

with	my	questions	and	so	does	she	with	her	answers	while	she’s	frenetically	smoking	a	

cigarette.	The	 interview	only	 lasts	 four	and	a	half	minutes,	during	which	 I	can	capture	

some	of	the	recurrent	themes	that	trouble	the	militant	scene	in	Italy	when	it	comes	to	

the	use	of	corporate	media	for	political	activism.	Veronica	stated: 

 

‘The	net	and	digital	technologies	have	profoundly	changed	–	anthropologically	almost	–	

the	life	experience	of	the	younger	generations.	So,	it	is	not	a	matter	of	being	in	or	out	of	

the	net	because	the	net	is	already	in	our	lives	every	day:	we	cannot	choose	to	not	be	on	

these	platforms.	However,	 like	on	every	plane	of	existence	 there	 is	always	a	chance	 to	

build	a	terrain	of	conflict	and	an	alternative:	the	same	applies	to	the	use	of	the	web	and	

the	new	technologies,	or	 to	the	world	of	social	networks.	Clearly,	we	are	talking	about	

structures	 that	 are	 no	 longer	 superstructures,	 but	 that	 nowadays	 shape	 human	

existence.	 In	 this	sense,	 it	 is	necessary	 to	 find	 the	key	 to	build,	even	 in	 the	use	of	new	

technologies	 and	 the	 net,	 an	 idea	 of	 an	 alternative.	 On	 one	 hand,	 this	 idea	 articulates	
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itself	as	conflict,	 in	that	 it	opposes	all	 forms	of	restriction,	censorship	and	limitation	of	

freedom	 that	 threatens	 to	 be	 imposed	 on	 the	 net,	 that	 is	 of	 course	 also	 an	 important	

space	for	the	free	cooperation	of	everyone.	It	is,	therefore,	a	terrain	on	which	to	affirm	

the	 right	 to	 freedom:	 the	 freedom	 of	 social	 cooperation	 that	 is	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	

social	structure	and	that	is,	sadly,	exploited	by	a	form	of	capitalism	that	is	increasingly	

becoming	 speculative	 and	 financial.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 not	 only	 do	we	 need	 to	 build	

conflict	for	liberation	but	also	what	we	call	the	practice	of	the	commons.	By	practice	of	

the	 commons	 I	 mean	 the	 capacity	 of	 re-appropriating	 and	 of	 reversing	 the	 tendency	

towards	 the	establishment	of	 social	 relationships	of	 freedom	even	within	 the	net. It	 is	

mandatory	that	we	communicate	at	the	level	of	all	other	people,	because	communication	

is	as	well	production	of	value	and	source	of	profit.	In	that	sense,	it	is	essential	that	we	are	

inside	the	net	to	undermine	this	logic.	At	the	same	time,	we	are	very	critical	of	those	who	

believe	that	it	is	possible	to	build	processes	of	aggregation	only	through	the	net.	There	

always	needs	to	be	an	interaction	between	the	virtual	and	the	real,	between	the	use	of	

the	 net	 and	 of	 communication	 and	 the	 construction	 of	 concrete	 alternative	 practices.	

These	 consist	 not	 only	 in	 diverse	 forms	 of	 conflict	 but	 also	 in	 the	 construction	 of	

experiences	of	self-management	and	self-organisation	such	as	the	media	we	work	with.	

These	 are	 public	 and	 political	 spaces	 that	 constitute	 an	 alternative	 from	 the	 point	 of	

view	of	the	transformation	of	material	practice,	which	can	be	not	only	the	protest	or	the	

demonstration,	but	also	the	practice	of	experience	and	of	liberation”. 

 

After	 our	 conversation,	 I	 try	 to	 fill	 my	 time	 until	 the	 next	 scheduled	 interview.	 The	

program	of	the	festival	is	rich,	and	I	have	no	problem	finding	something	of	interest.	After	

a	 good	 look	 at	 the	 program	 flyer,	 I	 eventually	 decide	 to	 go	 to	 the	 presentation	 of	 the	

book	on	the	Zapatistas.	
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Figure	18:	Sherwood	Festival,	Padua,	July	2014	(Sherwood.it)	

 

	

The	 interview	 reported	 above	 represents	 a	 good	 starting	 point	 to	 enter	 the	 debate	

around	 the	 value	 and	 the	 possibilities	 of	 action	 offered	 by	 the	 emergence	 of	 digital	

technology	 and	 the	 web.	 Veronica	 has	 raised	 interesting	 points:	 the	 importance	 of	 the	

Internet	as	a	common	good	–	“the	net	is	a	space	for	the	free	cooperation	of	everyone”;	the	

necessity	of	being	on	social	media	–	“it	is	mandatory	that	we	communicate	at	the	level	of	all	

other	people”;	and	the	possibility	of	resisting	the	status	quo	online	–	“like	on	every	plane	of	

existence,	there	is	always	a	chance	to	build	a	terrain	of	conflict	and	an	alternative”.	In	fact,	

throughout	my	 field	work,	 these	were	 persistent	 themes	 in	 the	 conversations	 I	 had	with	

many	 activists,	 and	 continue	 to	 have	 in	my	 daily	 experiences	with	 activism	 and	 activists.	

Hence,	I	will	elaborate	on	these	three	problematics	in	leading	the	discussion	toward	the	idea	

of	trusted	networks. 

In	 investigating	how	the	groups	and	 individuals	 interviewed	 interact	with	 technologies	

for	diverse	political	and	personal	reasons,	I	have	also	explored	how	they	perceive	and	use	

(or	do	not	use)	corporate	social	media.	In	the	following	pages,	I	will	look	at	how,	within	“the	

movement”,	 this	 topic	generates	divided	positions	 that	might	 suggest	 and	deepen	already	

existing	 political	 divergences.	 In	 doing	 this,	 I	 will	 consider	 the	 relevant	 literature	 in	

critiquing	such	a	format	for	enabling	sociality	and	fostering	processes	of	becoming-common.		

Many	of	the	interviews	conducted	show	how	some	activists	and	groups	of	activists	have	
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now	 integrated	 social	media	 platforms	 into	 their	 everyday	 practices.	While	 aware	 of	 the	

infrastructural	 and	 design	 limitations	 of	 such	 tools,	 many	 see	 the	 adoption	 of	 such	

technology	as	an	inevitable	and	necessary	step	in	the	scale	of	progression	of	communication	

methods	that	will	rescue	them	from	obsolescence.	This	position	might	be	read	as	a	sort	of	

stubborn	 effort	 to	 create	 a	 terrain	 of	 conflict	 on	 a	 ground	 that	 is	 fundamentally	 and	

structurally	not	free.	The	infrastructure	of	the	net,	indeed,	is	not	free	at	all	and	is	even	less	

democratic	 as	 the	 activist	 group	 Ippolita	 points	 out	 in	 “La	 Rete	 e’	 Libera	 e	 Democratica:	

Falso!”	 (2014,	 p.	 5).	 However,	 such	 diversity	 of	 responses	 and	 attitudes	 reveals	 the	

complexity	of	reasons	that	sustain	such	mechanisms	of	communication.	I	will	now	begin	to	

address	the	three	problematics	that	have	emerged	from	Veronica’s	response. 

 

The net is an important space for the free cooperation of everyone 
 
The	 first	 problematic	 addresses	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 net	 as	 a	 common	 good	 where	

everyone	can	cooperate	 freely.	However,	 the	 infrastructure	of	 the	net	 is	 all	but	 free,	 even	

less	the	World	Wide	Web.	It	is	important	to	clarify	this	point:	the	net	–	that	is	the	Internet	–	

does	 not	 coincide	 with	World	Wide	Web.	 The	Web	 is	 only	 one	 part	 of	 the	 Internet	 that	

identifies	with	 the	 “http”	 protocol.	 Everything	 that	 is	 not	 “http”	 is	 not	 the	Web	 (Ippolita,	

2014).	The	Internet	is,	instead,	a	system	of	computer	networks:	it	is	a	network	of	networks.	

A	 network	 is	 a	 system	of	 interconnected	 people	 or	 things,	 such	 as	 computers	 and	 nodes.	

Such	infrastructures	are	controlled	by	large	corporations. Hence,	it	is	interesting	to	explore	

how	a	rhetoric	of	freedom	on	the	net	has	established	itself	to	be	a	successful	doctrine.		

After	conversations	with	activists,	both	for	or	against	the	use	of	corporate	social	media,	

claims	have	emerged	that	there	is	a	tendency	to	interpret	the	net	in	terms	of	a	public	sphere	

where	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 deliberate	 rationally	 and	 engage	 in	 democratic	 decision-making	

processes	 (Habermas,	 1962).	 With	 regards	 to	 social	 media,	 for	 instance,	 these	 can	 be	

interpreted	 as	 spaces	 where	 the	 content	 of	 communication	 prompts	 debates	 and	 where	

users	 engage	 in	 the	 exchange	 of	messages.	However,	 although	 digital	 communication	 has	

enabled	a	growing	number	of	people	to	access	a	growing	mass	of	information,	this	in	itself	

does	not	automatically	result	in	progress	on	the	level	of	the	public	sphere.55	On	the	contrary,	

under	communicative	capitalism,	 communication	 is	subsumed	and	exploited	(Dean,	2014).		

																																																								
55	In	a	recent	interview,	Habermas	argued	that	the	web	does	not	know	how	to	create	the	“concentration”	needed	for	a	rational	debate	

that	engages	in	decision-making	processes.	On	the	contrary,	it	is	dispersive	and	“lacks	the	inclusive	force	of	a	public	sphere	highlighting	

what	things	are	actually	important”	(2014).	
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The	free	flows	of	information	constitute	a	source	of	profit	for	capitalists	as	well	as	the	affects	

that	mobilise	 users	 (and	 activists)	 into	 sharing	 and	 expressing	 their	 views	 as	 a	means	 to	

establish	relations	with	other	users.	Jodi	Dean	explains	this	point	clearly	by	pointing	to	the	

difference	 between	message	 and	 contribution.	 A	 message	 delivered	 to	 a	 receiver,	 in	 fact,	

expects	to	elicit	a	response	from	that	receiver.	However,	messages	on	the	net	have	become	

contributions:	 that	 is,	 they	are	 just	an	addition	 to	 the	 flows	of	 information	which	 feed	 the	

machine	of	communicative	capitalism.	As	a	contribution,	each	message	is	equal	to	any	other	

regardless	of	its	content	(2014,	p.	3).		

As	mentioned	 above,	 social	media	 are	 also	 one	 of	 the	 fields	 of	modern	 culture	 where	

contemporary	capitalism	attempts	to	capture	affects.	Therefore,	while	it	can	be	claimed,	as	

Veronica	 did	 in	 the	 interview	 above,	 that	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 be	 on	 these	 platforms	 to	

undermine	 capitalism’s	 exploitation	 of	 communicative	 processes,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	

consider	 how	 capitalism	 is	 able	 to	 appeal	 to	 our	 desires	 and	 needs	 and	 exploit	 our	 “gut-

feelings”	for	profit.	The	desire	to	counteract	capitalism’s	exploitative	logic	on	social	media,	

and	the	affects	at	work	in	the	processes,	run	the	risk	of	being	captured	by	the	new	affective	

structure	 of	 capitalism	 and	 its	 new	ways	 of	making	 profit	 (Karppi,	 Kähkönen,	Mannevuo,	

2016,	p.	4).	I	will	return	to	capitalism’s	subsumption	of	communication	and	affects	 later	in	

this	Chapter.	

Besides	 the	 exploitation	 of	 communicative	 and	 affective	 processes,	 capitalism	 profits	

further	from	the	ownership	of	net	infrastructures.	In	fact,	the	net	is	constituted	not	only	by	

what	 is	 known	 as	 the	 virtual	 space,	 but	 also	 by	 material	 infrastructures	 such	 as	 cables,	

wireless	 technologies,	 fibre,	 codes,	 and	 protocols.	 These	 infrastructures	 are	 owned	 by	

corporations	 that	hold	a	virtual	monopoly	and,	 in	 this	way,	 can	regulate	 the	access	 to	 the	

service	by	deciding	where	 to	build	 such	 infrastructures	 (Free	Press,	 n.d.).	 The	net	 has	 its	

own	masters:	Google,	Apple,	Amazon,	Facebook	and	so	on,	which	not	only	have	ownership	

of	the	codes	of	the	software	we	use	but	also	of	all	the	information	that	as	users	we	produce	

and	leave	on	the	net	(Ippolita,	2014,	p.	19).	Users	have	little	control	over	this	space	because	

the	knowledge	on	which	such	projects	are	built	is	not	shared.	They	have	rights	to	claim	over	

such	spaces	as	prescribed	by	law	and	by	the	stipulation	of	contracts	that	users	are	required	

to	sign	before	they	can	use	the	service.		

These	agreements	–	such	as	Facebook’s	“Terms	of	Service”	–	should	not	be	confused	with	

the	sort	of	agreements	and	regulations	that,	as	I	have	previously	explained,	commoners	–	or	

anarchist	and	autonomous	groups	–	drafted	themselves	for	a	more	equitable	use	of	common	

resources.	In	fact,	in	the	case	of	corporate	social	media,	users	cannot	agree	or	disagree	with	
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the	statement	of	rights	and	responsibilities	that	is	drafted	by	the	corporation.	Users,	indeed,	

are	not	involved	into	the	process	of	drafting	agreements	that	regulate	their	usage	of	the	tool.	

Therefore,	while	the	net	has	the	potential	to	be	a	free	and	democratic	tool	for	cooperation,	

in	the	present	circumastances	this	potential	is	not	realised.	The	next	section	will	look	at	the	

reasons	of	this	unfulfilled	potential	further.	

	 

The Inevitability: the net is already here, we cannot choose to not be on these 
platforms 
 
The	second	problematic	that	I	address	in	this	section	regards	the	perceived	impossibility	

of	 not	 being	 online.	 As	 Veronica	 said:	 “The	 net	 and	 digital	 technologies	 have	 profoundly	

changed	–	anthropologically	almost	–	the	life	experience	of	the	younger	generations.	Clearly,	

we	are	talking	about	structures	that	are	no	longer	superstructures,	but	that	nowadays	shape	

human	existence”.	Digital	technologies,	web	apps,	biometric	apps	and	the	techno-electronic	

system	in	general,	play	a	central	role	in	the	process	of	the	making	of	identities,	and	deeply	

affect	 the	way	 relationships	 are	 established	 and	maintained.	 In	 fact,	 numerous	 industries	

nowadays	capitalise	on	affects	(that	they	produce)	by	capturing,	structuring	and	modulating	

the	 infrastructures	 where	 they	 move	 (Karppi,	 Kähkönen,	 Mannevuo,	 2016,	 p.	 2).	

Technological	infrastructures	then	become	a	crucial	part	of	everyday	life,	as	Veronica	points	

out	when	she	says:	“It	is	not	a	matter	of	being	in	or	out	of	the	net	because	the	net	is	already	

in	 our	 lives	 every	 day,	 we	 cannot	 choose	 to	 not	 be	 on	 these	 platforms.”	 They	 have	 also	

profoundly	 affected	 the	 way	 grassroots	 political	 groups	 design	 their	 communication	

strategies.	

Some	 of	 the	 groups	 interviewed,	 especially	 those	 of	 Marxist	 inspiration,	 show	 that	 a	

strong	desire	to	reach	out	to	a	broader	audience	remains:	this	often	translates	into	some	of	

these	 groups	 imagining	 occupations	 of	 the	 social	 media	 platforms	 for	 their	 own	 specific	

aims.	The	social	media	platforms	are,	in	some	ways,	interpreted	as	a	public	space	where	the	

term	public	designates,	as	mentioned	in	the	Introduction	to	this	thesis,	“the	 institutions	of	

government	 provisioning	 that	 claim	 to	 improve	 individual	 well-being	 through	 private	

market	 goods	which	 are	 still	 called	public	 goods”	 (Quilligan,	 2012,	 p.	 250).	 As	 previously	

explained	though,	the	idea	of	public	in	neoliberal	times	has	tended	to	converge	with	the	idea	

of	corporate.	It	follows	then	that	not	all	spaces	where	people	gather	are	public	spaces.	This	

is,	for	instance,	the	case	of	shopping	malls	as	well	as	of	the	web.		

To	 the	 extent	 that	 the	 social	 web	 is	 able	 to	 present	 itself	 as	 a	 further	 layer	 of	 reality	
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supposedly	offering	new	possibilities	for	the	social	to	emerge	in	a	democratic	space,	social	

media	 are	 proving	 to	 be	 successful.	 Social	media	 platforms	project	 an	 image	 of	 open	 and	

democratic	space	to	nurture	personal	interests	and	connect	with	other	like-minded	people.	

However,	the	structure	of	such	large	network	systems	is	centralised	and	its	infrastructure,	

that	 is,	 its	 interface,	 software	 and	 codes	 are	privately	 owned	 and	hardly	 accessible	 by	 its	

users,	who	can	partially	reclaim	control	of	certain	 features.	 In	 fact,	 the	users’	control	over	

interface	 and	 features	 is	 exercised	 through	 predefined	 options,	 preferences,	 and	 possible	

actions,	which	are	normally	imposed	by	a	centralised	authority,	as	in	the	case	of	Facebook.56		

The	issue	of	social	activist	groups	using	corporate	social	media	platforms	become,	then,	

all	 the	more	nuanced	when	 considering	 such	 aspects	 that	 are	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 the	 debate	

within	activist	communities.	Further,	it	is	pertinent	to	my	research	to	observe	how	certain	

activist	 groups	 use	 such	 platforms	 that,	 essentially,	 encourage	 a	 positive	 attitude	 and	 a	

culture	of	“liking”,	trying	to	limit	any	form	of	antagonism.	This	logic,	or	as	it	has	been	also	

called	the	‘Tyranny	of	Positive	Energy’,57		reflects	the	business	model	that	brought	about	the	

emergence	 of	 these	 kinds	 of	media,	 and	 that	 is	 driven	 by	 commercial	 interests.	 The	 “like	

economy”	 is	 the	 third-step	 in	 the	 evolution	 of	 Internet	money-making	 principles	 (Gerlitz	

and	 Helmond,	 2013).	 After	 the	 “hit	 economy”	 which	 quantified	 the	 value	 of	 a	 Web	 site	

according	 to	 the	 individual	 visitors	 (hits)	 it	 received,	 and	 Google’s	 PageRank	 algorithm,	

which	was	based	on	the	number	and	value	of	the	hyperlinks	created	between	web	sites,	web	

pages	are	now	evaluated	in	terms	of	the	numbers	of	“likes”	they	receive,	giving	birth	to	the	

“like	economy”.	Furthermore,	data	on	liking	behavior	can	reveal	intimate	information	about	

users,	whether	they	realise	it	or	not.	This	data	is	used	to	sell	users	effective	advertising	or	is	

sold	on	to	third	parties	(Kosinski,	et	al.	2013).	This	economic	logic	has	also	been	successful	

in	 attracting	 new	 investors	 in	 a	 moment	 of	 economic	 crisis	 caused	 by	 the	 burst	 of	 the	

financial	 bubble	 –	 the	 dotcom	 bubble	 –	 in	 the	 early	 2000s,	 which	 caused	 the	 collapse	 of	

many	Internet	companies,	and	 it	has	essentially	been	fundamental	 in	the	establishment	of	

the	new	corporate	Internet	economy	(Fuchs,	2014,	p.	37-38).		

Despite	such	structural	and	infrastructural	limitations,	as	Veronica	pointed	out,	the	social	

media	platform	phenomenon	has	been	rising	so	fast	that	it	has	left	little	time	for	relatively	

small	 groups	 of	 activists	with	 a	 dedication	 to	 communication	 as	 a	 fundamental	 aspect	 of	

																																																								
56	For	more	on	this	 topic,	see	Stumpel,	M.	Facebook	Resistance	and	Augmented	Freedom	 in	Lovink,	G.	&	Rasch,	M.	 (2013)	Unlike	Us	

Reader,	Amsterdam:	Institute	of	Network	Culture,	retrieved	from:	www.networkcultures.org/publications/inc-readers.	
57	Ippolita,	 Lovink	 G.,	 Rossiter,	 N.	 (2009)	 The	 Digital	 Given:	 10	Web	 2.0	 Theses,	 Fibreculture:	 Internet	 Theory	 Criticism	 Research,	 14	

retrieved	 from:	 https://bibliolicious.wordpress.com/2010/02/11/the-digital-given-10-web-2-0-theses-geert-lovink-ippolita-and-ned-

rossiter/	



	 176	

politics,	 to	 ponder	 the	 possibilities	 of	 choice.	 The	perception	 is	 one	 of	 inevitability:	 if	 the	

groups	want	to	communicate	and	broadcast	to	a	potential	mass	audience,	they	must	be	on	

such	corporate	platforms.	The	issue	emerging	here	is	that,	as	Tiziana	Terranova	points	out,	

corporate	 social	networking	platforms	are	perceived	as	being	 the	new	mass	media:	 “they	

give	 access	 to	 a	 potentially	 mass	 public	 and	 carry	 over	 all	 of	 the	 issues	 inherent	 in	

communicating	with	a	mass	public	to	a	new	technological	interface	and	protocol”	(2013,	p.	

303).		

Although	there	is	–	more	or	less	–	a	firm	awareness	that	social	media	platforms	are	not	

sufficient	for	the	establishment	of	lasting	relationships	that	can	evolve	into	collective	action,	

in	some	way,	some	of	these	groups	might	be	moved	by	a	concealed	desire	and	motivated	by	

the	hope	 to	reinforce,	via	 these	online	 tools,	an	 idea	of	conviviality	 (convivialità)	 that	will	

continue	to	sustain	already	existing	social	relationships.	It	can	be	argued	that	at	work	here	

are	still	the	same	affects	that	have	been	considered	in	the	previous	Chapters.	Hope	is	one	of	

the	prevalent	affects	prompting	the	activist	production	of	 information	and	communication	

technology;	here	too,	it	is	possible	to	see	hope	as	the	affect	fostering	the	use	of	social	media	

platforms.	The	possibility	of	reaching	out	to	a	mass	audience	has	probably	been	one	of	the	

main	 reasons	 activists	 approached	 in	 my	 fieldwork	 have	 given	 for	 using	 social	 media	

platforms.	Hope	is	the	catalyst:	hope	to	reach	out	to	a	broader	audience	and	to	encourage	

social	change,	hope	for	a	renovated	awareness	and	for	a	better	future.	However,	while	in	the	

previous	 Chapters	 I	 argued	 that	 hope	 is	 congealed	 in	 the	 production	 of	 resistant	

technologies,	 here	 hope	 seems	 to	 congeal	 in	 the	 contributions	 that	 circulate	 on	 the	 social	

web	which	is	the	source	of	profit	for	communicative	and	affective	capitalism.	However,	these	

media	are	still	invested	with	positive	affects	of	desire	and	hope	in	this	sense,	although	they	

do	 not	 necessarily	 translate	 as	 such	 on	 the	 actual	 platform.58	It	 is,	 indeed,	 interesting	 to	

notice	how	the	activity	on	the	corporate	web	is	still	considered	within	the	framework	of	the	

practice	of	the	commons,	as	Veronica	has	pointed	out	in	the	interview.	

However,	it	is	also	possible	to	see	how	the	groups	considered	are	differently	positioned	

with	 regard	 to	 corporate	 media,	 leading	 then	 to	 different	 arrangements	 with	 different	

purposes	 and	 outcomes.	 The	 word	 conviviality	 (convivialità)	 replaces	 sociality,	 as	 any	

reference	 to	 the	 idea	of	 the	 social	 in	 relation	 to	 social	media	platforms	 is	widely	 rejected	

within	 the	 activist	 scene	 that	 I	 have	 been	 researching.	 There	 is	 a	 widespread	 common	

understanding	 among	 these	 groups	 that	 the	 practice	 of	 becoming-common	 cannot	 be	

																																																								
								58	As	 Tiziana	 Terranova	 points	 out	 regarding	 “the	 Italian	 Facebook”,	 this	 platform	 “is	 more	 inflected	 by	 the	 affect	 of	 anger	 and	

indignation	directed	at	politicians	than	more	structural	economic	and	political	issues”	(2013,	p.	304).	
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virtually	or	technologically	crafted	–	or	at	least	not	only	–	and,	most	of	all,	not	by	using	such	

tools	 as	 corporate	 social	 media	 platforms.	 This	 point	 is	 particularly	 relevant	 to	 the	

discussion	of	 the	activist	use	of	 social	media,	as	 it	 clearly	shows	 that	 these	groups	have	a	

different	understanding	of	the	idea	of	sociality.		

The	 idea	 of	 the	 social	 as	 promoted	 by	 social	 media	 is	 an	 interesting	 concept	 and	 is	

criticised	 not	 only	 by	 activists	 but	 also	 by	 academics	 like	 Christian	 Fuchs.	 Indeed,	 it	 is	

important	to	reflect	about	what	social	means,	what	is	social	about	social	media,	and	what	it	

means	to	be	social	 (Fuchs,	2014,	p.	9-10).	There	exist	various	definitions	of	 the	concept	of	

the	 social	 and	 various	 forms	 of	 sociality.	 The	 activists	 and	 collectives	 researched	 have	 a	

specific	 understanding	 of	 the	 term	which	 differs	 from	 the	meaning	 of	 social	attributed	 to	

social	 media.	 Social	 media	 scholar	 Christian	 Fuchs	 (2014)	 argues	 that	 in	 order	 to	

understand	what	is	social	about	social	media,	we	need	to	engage	with	classical	concepts	of	

social	 theory,	 namely	 concepts	 of	 social	 facts	 (Emile	 Durkheim),	 social	 action	 and	 social	

relations	 (Max	 Weber),	 collaborative	 work	 (Karl	 Marx),	 and	 community	 (Ferdinand	

Tonnies)	(p.	37).	These	concepts	should	allow	a	layered	understanding	of	the	social	in	social	

media,	 as	 techno-social	 systems	 that	 allow	 different	 forms	 of	 sociality	 such	 as	 collective	

action,	 communication,	 communities,	 connecting/networking,	 co-operation/collaboration,	

the	creative	making	of	user-generated	content,	playing,	sharing	(p.	42).59		

Looking	at	the	concept	of	the	social	 from	this	perspective,	it	can	be	argued	that	there	is	

certainly	 a	 dimension	 of	 sociality	 in	 social	 media.	 However,	 this	 can	 hardly	 be	 fully	

understood	without	considering	 the	structure	of	ownership	of	 the	Web	and	 the	economic	

system	 of	 exploitation	 of	 free,	 affective	 labor	 that	 characterises	 later	 capitalism.	 In	 fact,	

these	aspects	of	the	Web	2.0	deeply	affect	the	way	such	forms	of	sociality	are	constituted,	as	

well	 as	 the	 underpinning	 logics	 behind	 the	 establishment	 of	 network-type	 technological	

systems.	Behind	the	encouragement	of	the	various	forms	of	sociality	listed	above	lies	a	logic	

of	 crafting	opportunistic	networks,	 that	 are	mobilised	 for	 specific	occasions,	 and	 then	are	

likely	left	to	be	forgotten	on	another	dead	website	link	or	a	never-updated	Facebook	page.		

The	 critique	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 social	 in	 corporate	 social	media	 originates	 from	 the	

consideration	 of	 the	 broader	 net	 of	 power	 relationships	 which	 characterise	 the	 very	

existence	of	 the	Web	2.0.	 In	 fact,	 as	 cited	 above	 in	 opening	 the	Chapter,	 the	 image	of	 the	

network	–	that	is	usually	associated	with	the	emergence	of	the	Web	2.0	–	is	not	ideologically	

neutral,	 and	 it	mediates	a	particular	 conceptual	 apparatus	onto	 the	world,	namely	 that	of	

																																																								
59	For	a	comprehensive	view	on	social	theory	in	the	20th	century	see	Elliott,	A.	(2009)	Contemporary	Social	Theory:	An	Introduction,	

London,	New	York:	Routledge.	
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nodes	 and	 links	 (Hui	 and	 Halpin,	 2013,	 p.	 104).	 The	 very	 design	 of	 the	 medium	 can	 be	

interpreted	 as	 the	 congealment	 of	 the	 power	 relations	 that	 are	 both	 the	 condition	 of	

possibility	and	the	product	of	such	relations	which	contribute	to	shaping	particular	types	of	

sociality.	Looking	at	the	specific	case	of	social	networks,	for	instance,	danah	boyd	suggests	

that	 one	of	 the	main	 features	 that	 has	brought	 about	 a	 shift	 in	 the	organisation	of	 online	

communities,	 is	 the	 organisational	 structure	 of	 these	 “new”	media.	 In	 fact,	 she	points	 out	

how	 social	 network	 sites	 are	 “primarily	 organised	 around	people,	 not	 interests.	 They	 are	

structured	as	personal	or	 “egocentric”	networks,	with	 the	 individual	at	 the	center	of	 their	

own	 community.	 This	more	 accurately	mirrors	 unmediated	 social	 structures,	 where	 “the	

world	is	composed	of	networks,	not	groups”.	(2008,	p.	219)	

These	 observations	 suggest	 a	 need	 to	 reflect	 carefully	 about	 the	meaning	 of	 the	word	

network,	and	its	association	with	a	specific	social	logic	and	with	a	specific	context	of	power	

relations.	 Then,	 it	 is	 important	 in	 this	 respect	 to	 point	 out	 how,	 for	 instance,	 the	 word	

network,	as	in	social	network,	bears	a	distinct	meaning	from	the	idea	of	community	network.	

Although	 from	 a	 technological	 point	 of	 view	 these	 networks	 might	 have	 similar	

characteristics,	 they	mobilise	different	resources	and	are	exploitative	of	affects	 in	order	to	

constitute	 themselves	 and	 survive.	 I	 will	 return	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 network	 later	 in	 this	

Chapter.		

Instead,	the	idea	of	the	social	that	most	of	the	people	interviewed	in	my	research	referred	

to	in	our	conversations	seemed,	to	be	associated	with	the	idea	of	collectivity.	It	also	bears	a	

sense	 of	 projectuality	 and	 encompasses	 a	 broader	 vision	 of	 community.	 In	 other	 words,	

their	 idea	of	 the	social	 is	essentially	understood	as	a	political	project.	 It	 is	 intended	as	the	

practice	of	 the	commons	 that	 is	 essential	 to	 re-organise	 society,	 as	opposed	 to	 the	 idea	of	

social	 as	 in	 social	 network,	 that	 is	 instead	 designed	 around	 egotistical	 and	 hierarchical	

structures.	From	 this	perspective,	 the	 idea	of	 the	 social	 corresponds	 to	a	vision	of	human	

beings	 described	 in	 Marshall’s	 work	 as	 self-organised	 according	 to	 values	 such	 as	

cooperation,	mutual	aid,	sympathy,	solidarity,	initiative,	spontaneity	(2010,	p.	12).		

First	of	all,	 it	 is	 important	 to	draw	attention	 to	 the	concept	of	self-organisation.	 In	 fact,	

the	groups	and	individuals	who	took	part	in	the	study	stressed	the	importance	of	a	concept	

of	 sociality	 that	 can	 only	 emerge	 from	 communities’	 own	 self-regulation.	 This	 entails	 a	

refusal	of	hierarchies	and	of	authority	that,	even	if	existing,	is	delegated	and	rarely	imposed	

(Marshall,	2010,	p.	12).	A	community	or	society	that	is	free	to	organise	itself	in	accordance	

with	 its	 own	 customs	 and	 in	 voluntary	 agreement	 –	 like	 in	 the	 commons	 –	 would	 then	

produce	 a	 sense	 of	 sociality	 inspired	 by	 the	 value	 of	 solidarity	 that	 encourages	 voluntary	



	 179	

cooperation	for	the	collective	betterment	of	the	whole	community,	while	also	being	mindful	

of	the	use	of	scarce	resources.		

This	 is	 substantially	different	 to	 the	understanding	of	 the	 idea	of	 sociality	 in	 corporate	

social	media,	because	this	definition	suggests	 that	communities	should	not	only	be	 free	to	

share,	 play,	 communicate	 and	 cooperate,	 but	 they	 should	 be	 able	 to	 do	 so	 in	 spaces	 that	

have	been	cooperatively	and	voluntarily	constituted,	according	to	values	and	rules	that	are	

collectively	 and	 freely	 established	 outside	 existing	 institutional	 frameworks.	 As	 I	 will	

explain	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 conclusion	 of	 this	 thesis,	 for	 such	 types	 of	 sociality	 to	 emerge,	

technologies	of	mass	production	and	communication	are	regarded	as	unnecessary.	Rather,	

as	 E.	 F.	 Schumacher	 points	 out,	 what	 is	 needed	 is	 a	 type	 of	 technology	 produced	 by	 the	

masses,	that	is	“conducive	to	decentralisation,	compatible	with	the	laws	of	ecology,	gentle	in	

its	use	of	scarce	resources,	and	designed	to	serve	the	human	person	instead	of	making	him	

servant	of	machines”	 (1973,	p.	153-154).	This	 type	of	 technology	would	contribute	 to	 the	

emergence	of	 a	 type	of	 sociality	where	people	 are	not	only	 able	 to	participate	 in	 flows	of	

communication,	but	also	in	processes	of	decision-making	and	of	making	of	the	technologies	

themselves.	The	social	is	then	realised	through	the	socialisation	not	only	of	the	consumption	

of	 products	 but	 also	 of	 the	 use	 and	 the	 ownership	 of	 the	 means	 of	 production	 and	 of	

realisation	of	the	human	need	for	creativity.		

Despite	the	fundamental	differences	in	the	understanding	of	the	idea	of	sociality,	and	the	

refusal	of	 the	superficiality	 imposed	by	 the	 infrastructural	and	design	 limitations	of	social	

media,	 many	 activist	 groups	 continue	 to	 use	 them	 in	 their	 everyday	 life	 for	 a	 variety	 of	

reasons,	 such	 as	 broadcasting	 media,	 but	 also	 as	 tools	 for	 mobilisation	 as	 the	 following	

interviews	will	show.	In	the	next	few	pages	I	will	report	the	interview	that	I	have	conducted	

with	 Bruno	 at	 Sherwood	 Festival.	 This	 interview	 is	 particularly	 interesting	 because	 it	

expands	 on	 the	 problematic	 of	 the	 inevitability,	 as	 suggested	 by	 Veronica,	 that	 I	 am	

discussing	in	this	section.		

 

Padova,	4	July	2014 

It’s	10pm,	and	Bruno	is	finally	done	with	his	shift	at	the	Heretical	Tavern.	It’s	still	hot,	

so	we	decide	to	get	a	cold	beer	and	find	a	relatively	quiet	place	where	I	can	record	our	

conversation.	But	it’s	impossible	to	find	a	spot	to	even	sit	comfortably.	At	that	time,	the	

space	 is	 swarming	with	people.	We	eventually	manage	 to	 find	a	 table	next	 to	 a	 stall.	

Bruno	lights	a	cigarette.	The	recording	is	confusing:	the	constant	chatter	and	the	music	

in	 the	background	become	 louder	during	Bruno’s	 long	pauses	 to	gather	his	 thoughts	
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after	a	long	day	of	work	or	inhale	from	his	cigarette. 

 

Do	you	use	social	networks?	Yes. 

 

Which	social	networks	do	you	use?	 I’ve	 started	using	Twitter	 recently,	 and	have	 been	

using	Facebook	for	a	while	now. 

 

Why	do	you	use	them?	Well,	because	they	are	useful	in	some	ways. 

 

What	 are	 they	 useful	 for?	Well,	 first	 of	 all	 I	 must	 say	 that	 there	 is	 a	 virtual	 army	 of	

activists	 on	 social	 networks	 which	 never	 translates	 in	 real	 numbers,	 unfortunately.	

Social	 networks	 in	 this	 sense,	 can	 create	 the	 illusion	 of	 doing	 something	 that	 can	

contribute	to	social	change,	while	the	reality	is	that	these	people	are	just	clicking	on	the	

“like”	button.	On	the	other	side,	however,	 I	can	not	deny	the	 importance	these	media	

have	had	and	continue	to	have	in	contemporary	world	struggles.	I	have	participated	in	

three	 cycles	 of	 struggle	 against	 the	 reforms	 of	 the	 university	 system:	 against	 the	

Moratti	 reform	 in	2004-2005,	Gelmini	 reform	 in	2008-2009,	 and	 the	 second	Gelmini	

reform	 in	2010-2011.	Having	participated	 in	 all	 the	 three	 cycles,	 I	 have	been	able	 to	

observe	 longitudinally	 how	 the	 situation	 changed	with	 regard	 to	 the	 communication	

and	mobilisation	aspects,	as	I	have	been	in	the	same	city,	at	the	same	university	but	in	

different	periods	of	 time.	 It	 is	 surprising	 to	 see	how	at	 times	of	peak	of	 the	 struggle,	

when	there	 is	 turmoil	and	when	there	 is	 the	desire	 to	occupy	the	streets	and	occupy	

the	university,	when	there	is	the	enthusiasm	and	the	feeling	that	the	battle	can	be	won	

–	the	numbers	in	all	three	cycles	were	very	high,	Padova	has	seen	protests	with	fifteen	

or	twenty	thousand	students	–	communicating	in	some	way	works	much	better.	During	

the	protests	against	 the	Moratti	 reform	social	media	were	not	very	popular	yet,	 so	 it	

was	harder	to	gather	people	in	the	square	for	a	protest	in	a	short	time:	we	had	to	print	

thousands	of	leaflets,	tour	the	classrooms	with	the	megaphone.	However	over	the	past	

two	 cycles,	 at	 least	 Facebook	 was	 already	 quite	 popular,	 and	 there	 was	 almost	 a	

simultaneity:	 you	 could	 post	 the	 time	 for	 the	 meeting	 in	 the	 morning,	 and	 in	 the	

afternoon	you	could	gather	between	200	and	300	people. 

 

So,	you	acknowledge	these	tools	have	some	sort	of	capacity	to	mobilise?	 Yes,	 definitely.	

This	must	be	acknowledged,	it’s	undeniable.	The	other	aspect	of	social	media	that	gives	
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the	idea	of	the	importance	of	such	tools	is	that	of	counter-information,	which	perhaps	

is	even	more	important	than	using	social	media	as	a	tool	for	organisation.	For	instance,	

Twitter	 is	 a	 useful	 and	 quick	 tool	 to	 keep	 informed	 if	 you	 don’t	 have	much	 time.	 Of	

course,	it	is	a	superficial	type	of	information:	then	if	you	want	to	know	more	you’ll	have	

to	spend	more	time	researching	the	news,	but	it’s	better	than	nothing. 

 

Control	and	surveillance	on	the	net:	what	are	your	thoughts?	 Yes,	we	all	 know	 that	by	

now,	we	 are	 all	 surveilled.	 So	 now	 that	we	 are	 aware	 of	 these	 limits,	 we	must	 take	

appropriate	 precautions.	 For	 instance,	 when	 we	 decide	 to	 organise	 a	 blitz,	 this	 is	 a	

private	meeting	and	not	a	public	event.	For	this	kind	of	things	we	do	not	use	Facebook	

or	 Twitter	 to	 communicate,	 we	 barely	 even	 use	 the	 phone!	 This	 is	 a	 call	 to	 our	

militants,	 and	 we	 also	 make	 sure	 that	 whatever	 comes	 out	 of	 these	 actions	 gets	

disseminated	 exclusively	 through	 our	 communication	 channels	 (our	 Twitter,	 Global	

Project,	 our	 Facebook	 page)	 and	 not	 from	 the	 mainstream	 media.	 Obviously,	 when	

there’s	the	need	to	call	for	a	public	event	the	dynamics	are	different.	Then,	it’s	all	public	

so	there	are	no	such	problems. 

 

 

So,	would	you	 say	 there	has	been	a	 change	 in	 terms	of	mobilisation	with	 the	advent	of	

social	 media?	 Yes,	 I’d	 say	 so.	 I	 see	 a	 difference	 especially	 in	 the	 temporality	 of	

mobilisation,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	 easier	 to	 gather	people	 in	 less	 time.	Obviously,	 it	

depends	 on	 the	 situation:	 for	 instance,	 during	 the	 Anomalous	 Wave	 movement	 in	

2008-2009,	we	 found	out	one	night	 that	Silvio	Berlusconi	would	be	arriving	 the	next	

day	 in	 Padua.	 We	 found	 that	 out	 only	 seven	 hours	 before.	 We	 were	 able	 to	 call	 a	

meeting	 in	 the	 square	 to	protest	against	Silvio	Berlusconi,	 via	Twitter	and	Facebook,	

for	the	next	day	at	2pm.	This	example	can	give	an	idea	of	how	powerful	this	new	form	

of	communication	can	be. 
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Figure	19:	Enoteca	Libreria	-	WineBar	Bookshop	(Sherwood.it)	

 

 

It	 is	 interesting	 to	 observe	 how	 even	 some	 of	 the	 most	 radical	 personalities	 have	

integrated	a	ritualised	and	habitual	use	of	social	media	–	Facebook	and	Twitter	especially	–	

in	their	routines.	In	fact,	it	can	be	argued	that	these	specific	types	of	social	media	specifically	

encourage	 users	 to	 “manage”	 and	 “market”	 the	 everyday	 self	 or,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 political	

groups,	the	collective	self,	and	package	this	in	online	“brands”	(Roberts,	2014,	p.	93).	They	

also	encourage	a	sort	of	public	display	of	connections	(Donath	and	boyd,	2004).	However,	as	

we	have	seen,	these	features	are	bypassed	in	favour	of	a	greater	possibility	which	is	that	of	

communication	on	a	mass	level.	And	yet,	there	is	no	inherent	reason	why	a	message	or	news	

published	on	any	social	network	will	suddenly	be	seen	by	millions	of	people.	In	this	respect,	

the	activist	collective	Ippolita	warns	us	(2015,	p.	47):	 

 

First	 we	 had	 the	 press,	 which	was	 believed	 to	 be	 the	 absolute	 bulwark	 of	
democracy	in	Europe;	then	as	the	telegraph	system	emerged,	war	came	to	be	
seen	as	an	absurdity	belonging	to	an	earlier	dark	age	where	people	could	not	
communicate.	 Later	 we	 were	 made	 to	 believe	 that	 the	 radio,	 a	 promising	
technology	 which,	 at	 least	 in	 theory,	 should	 enable	 everybody	 not	 only	 to	
receive	 broadcasts	 but	 also	 to	 broadcast	 themselves,	 would	 be	 the	 crucial	
tool	for	a	new	“era	of	peace.”	Finally,	television	held	the	promise	of	exhibiting	
to	all	what	was	happening	in	remote	regions	of	the	world:	the	horrors	of	war,	
now	to	be	witnessed	in	real	time,	would	be	averted.	 
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Certainly,	 the	 significance	of	 technology	 for	 social	 change	 is	 crucial,	 as	 I	 emphasised	 in	

my	 first	 Chapter.	 However,	 the	 relationship	 between	 technological	 enterprise	 and	 other	

aspects	 of	 human	 activity	 needs	 to	 be	 considered	 as	 entangled	 with	 the	 broader	

surroundings.	 Furthermore,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 how	 outcomes	 of	 this	 encounter	

with	 technology	 are	 not	 predictable	 and	 are	 intimately	 intertwined	 with	 pre-discursive	

affective	intensities,	as	I	seek	to	demonstrate	in	this	thesis.	There	exists	no	direct	outcome	of	

the	 encounter	 between	 technology	 and	 its	 surrounding	 environment	 –	 human	 and	

nonhuman.	

Nevertheless,	 some	 of	 the	 activists	 with	 whom	 I	 spent	 time,	 talked	 of	 being	 on	 such	

platforms	as	a	necessity	 to	achieve	a	greater	end:	 freedom.	 In	 this	 sense,	 	 they	 claim	 that	

there	 is	no	other	choice	 than	to	be	on	these	platforms.	Even	 if	 they	do	not	agree	with	 the	

modes	and	the	principles	of	such	technology,	they	ultimately	regard	it	as	inevitable	to	be	on	

corporate	 social	media.	On	one	hand,	 this	behaviour	 could	be	 interpreted	as	neoliberalist	

success	 in	 imposing	cultural	and	economic	hegemony.	On	 the	other	hand,	 it	 could	also	be	

seen	as	the	possible	expression	of	a	moment	of	political	impasse,	or	of	a	temporary	lack	of	

political	imagination.	However,	the	possibility	to	produce	alternatives	exists	and,	while	the	

use	of	social	media	might	seem	inevitable	to	some,	activist	groups	still	continue	to	produce	

autnomous	tools.		

In	this	respect,	the	alternatives	presented	in	the	previous	Chapters	might	be	considered	

as	alternative	outcomes	generated	by	the	so-called	historical	necessity	brought	about	by	the	

contradictions	 of	 capitalism.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 not	 only	 reclaim	 and	 organise	 a	 more	

equitable	 redistribution	 of	 social	 wealth	 and	 of	 social	 spaces	 but	 also,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	

realise	 new	 and	 alternative	 popular	 institutions.	 Indeed,	 as	 Miliucci,	 Paccini	 and	 Pifano	

point	out	(2007,	p.	30):		

 

It	is	still	here,	at	the	order	of	the	day,	the	unsolved	problem	re-proposed	by	
the	modernity	of	Autonomia	Operaia.	 [...]	 If	 the	 institutions	we	address	 are	
those	that	we	are	constantly	denouncing	as	 failing,	 it	becomes	a	paradox	to	
continue	using	them	while	we	should	go	beyond	them	and	realise	our	own.	
Refusing	 to	 solve	 this	 cogent	 contradiction	 contributes	 to	 keep	 biblical	 the	
times	of	social	transformation	and	of	change	of	system. 

 

 

As	exemplified	by	this	quote,	the	contradictory	issue	of	the	activist	use	of	corporate	social	

networks	replicates	a	paradox	that	exists	in	the	process	of	organising	social	change.	This	is,	

in	fact,	a	political	problem	that	is,	as	this	thesis	articulates,	tackled	in	different	ways	by	the	

different	political	 groups	 researched.	The	 rest	 of	 this	Chapter	will	 continue	 to	 explore	 the	
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messiness	of	 the	experiential	by	 looking	at	how	different	groups	approach	the	 issue	of	 the	

use	of	corporate	social	networks.	In	the	next	pages,	I	continue	looking	at	the	activist	use	of	

corporate	social	media	by	integrating	further	interviews	collected	in	the	field	that	expand	on	

the	three	main	issues	introduced	by	Veronica	in	the	first	interview.	

 

There is always a chance to build a terrain of conflict and an alternative. This 
applies to the net as well as to social networks. 
 
The	third	problematic	that	I	will	address	in	this	Chapter	considers	the	possibility	–	or	not	

–	to	counteract	the	exploitative	dynamics	at	work	on	corporate	social	media	by	using	them	

for	 counter-communication	purposes.	 This	 statement	 takes	us	more	 closely	 to	 the	debate	

around	the	possibility	of	using	social	networks	politically	and	radically.	In	this	respect,	it	is	

important	 to	 look	 in	 depth	 at	 some	of	 the	 issues	mentioned	 in	 the	previous	 sections	but,	

primarily,	the	possibility	of	broadcasting	on	social	networks	and	the	possibility	of	creating	

conflict	 on	 such	platforms.	The	 two	 interviews	 that	will	 follow	are	particularly	 important	

because	the	two	activists	–	Daniele	and	Adriana	–	speak	about	how,	in	this	segment	of	“the	

movement”,	the	conflict	is	conducted	on	corporate	social	media. 

 

Padua,	Sherwood	Festival,	4	July	2014 

Daniele	is	unstoppable.	Our	conversation	lasted	for	almost	two	hours	where	he	traces	

the	history	of	 the	practice	of	 communication	of	 the	autonomous	movement	 from	 the	

1970s!	Among	 the	amount	of	 issues	discussed	 in	 the	 interview,	here	are	some	of	 the	

thoughts	around	communication,	counter-information	and	the	use	of	social	media.		 

 

D:	 We	 inscribe	 ourselves	 within	 the	 sphere	 of	 the	 autonomous	 movement,	 as	 a	

constituent	 movement	 for	 the	 construction	 of	 counter-power:	 a	 practice	 of	 political	

and	social	self-organisation	that	manages,	at	certain	times,	to	do	without	the	state. 

 

So,	 we	 always	 have	 to	 do	 a	 reality	 check,	 as	 the	 Zapatistas	 would	 say:	 “Asking,	 we	

walk”,	 and	 reality	 tells	us	 that	we	 can	not	be	 self-sufficient	with	 respect	 to	practices	

and	constitution.	At	the	same	time,	we	have	to	keep	trying	to	change	the	present	state	

of	things.	It	is	at	this	point	that	the	use	of	tools	of	communication	becomes	important:	

the	constituent	movement	wants	to	communicate	the	actions	as	a	path	of	struggle,	and	

when	it	fails	to	do	so	it	shall	provide	itself	with	the	means	of	communication,	which	are	
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partisan	tools,	that	are	utilised	for	the	benefit	of	a	great	skill	that	we	have	conquered	

during	the	1960's,	which	is	what	we	call	investigation,	or	better,	counter-investigation. 

We	 have	 communicated	 this	 path	 of	 struggle	 that	 lasts	 from	 the	 1960s:	 there	 were	

people	 who	 created	 logos,	 trademarks,	 fanzines,	 symbols	 that	 nowadays	 teenagers	

would	wear	without	even	knowing	their	meaning.	We	have	created	images,	instances,	

desires.	The	plane	of	desire	is	very	important,	because	it's	what	we	want,	what	drives	

us. 

 

With	 the	 advent	 of	 new	 technologies,	 we	 were	 sort	 of	 forced	 to	 make	 a	 reflection,	

especially	 after	 Genoa.	 Genoa	 proved	 one	 thing:	 that	 the	 monopoly	 of	 information,	

especially	in	a	situation	of	state	of	exception,	where	state	violence	becomes	systematic	

and	 a	 place	 is	 transformed	 into	 a	war	 zone,	 can	 be	 very	 dangerous.	 Despite	 all	 that	

happened,	the	pain,	the	death	of	a	comrade,	signed	lives,	and	the	trauma	that	followed,	

Genoa	has	allowed	us	to	take	control	and	use	means	of	communication.	At	that	point,	

this	was	a	global	problem	facing	us	as	well	as	the	Zapatistas	and	Seattle:	to	understand	

how	we	could	communicate	in	this	world	in	which	the	problem	of	communication	has	

become	global.	Two	years	after	Genoa,	in	occasion	of	the	Social	Forum	in	Florence,	we	

rent	a	satellite	dish	and	put	on	a	television	that	is	the	one	you	see	there	now,	and	we	

now	 even	 have	 a	 web	 TV.	 We	 also	 decided	 to	 close	 the	 radio	 as	 a	 political	 choice	

because	we	needed	 to	 free	energies	 in	order	 to	do	 communication	adequately	at	 the	

time.	Now	there	is	a	cooperative	that	manages	four	websites.	

 

Surely	 the	web	was	 invented	 by	 someone	 and	 its	masters	more	 than	 states	 are	 the	

capitalist	warlike	industries,	no	doubt	about	that.	However,	we	have	set	ourselves	the	

problem	 that	 the	 speed	of	 communication	 is	 also	 the	 speed	of	 the	movement.	Genoa	

has	shown	that	the	ability	to	film	what	you	do	on	the	street	and	broadcast	it	also	gives	

the	movement	a	different	possibility	of	action.	Indymedia	was	definitely	a	fundamental	

tool,	 although	 in	 the	end,	 as	 in	 all	 structures,	 especially	 those	of	 the	movements,	 the	

organisation	is	critical.	As	there	is	no	total	freedom	on	the	net,	neither	total	democracy,	

neither	we	all	are	communicators,	because	we	are	not	neutral	and	we	are	not	neutral	

even	among	ourselves.	Indymedia	was	too	much	of	a	horizontal	tool,	and	horizontality	

in	 terms	 of	 communication	 does	 not	 exist:	 there	 is	 a	 production	 manager	 and	 a	

cameraman.	This	 is	 fundamental.	 It	 is	capitalism	that	dictates	the	rules,	even	some	of	

our	 rules.	 Communication	 can	 be	 subversive,	 we	 can	 practice	 a	 partisan	 and	 biased	
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communication,	 but	 there	 are	 rules.	 And	 this	 is	 true	 today	with	 social	 networks,	 for	

instance.	Why	do	you	think	Facebook	and	Twitter	win	in	the	end?	Because	users	do	not	

need	to	have	technical	skills.	On	the	plane	of	communication	simplicity	wins:	that	is,	is	

it	easier	if	I	try	to	explain	to	you	Marx’s	Grundrisse	or	that	I	show	you	how	to	throw	a	

bottle?	Not	everyone	can	use	Linux,	it	is	not	accessible	to	all.	If	I	want	to	communicate	

my	 message	 to	 thousands	 of	 people	 I	 cannot	 do	 that	 via	 a	 platform	 that	 must	 be	

maintained	by	 fifteen	different	people	 and	 that	 continually	needs	updates	because	 it	

changes	 every	 day.	 Furthermore,	 I'm	 not	 creating	 a	 secret	 society,	 for	 me	 the	

revolution	 is	 in	 daylight	 so	 I	 do	 not	 need	 privacy	 from	 that	 point	 of	 view.	 Social	

networks,	like	all	other	things,	depends	on	how	you	use	them.	We	use	them,	however	

we	choose	how	to	use	them.	Why	do	you	think	we	use	TV?	Because	TV	is	 in	people's	

heads.	I	mean,	it's	cool	to	throw	down	the	NSA	website	but	that	changes	shit	because	

it’s	 back	 up	 in	 the	 blink	 of	 an	 eye.	 Tools	 and	 the	 knowledge	 to	 use	 them	 must	 be	

generalised	which	does	not	mean	accessible	to	everyone;	we	must	study	and	educate	

ourselves	in	the	use	of	such	tools. 

 

We	start	from	a	fundamental	issue:	organise	today	to	win	tomorrow.	Today	is	made	up	

of	 many	 things,	 and	 in	 Italian	 politics	 but	 more	 generally,	 it	 is	 also	 made	 of	

communication	and	communication	is	a	fast	mechanism.	We	use	this	mechanism	as	a	

tool	and	it	is	definitely	effective.	As	such	we	cannot	but	use	a	public	tool	and	use	all	fast	

tools	 to	disseminate	our	message:	 the	newspaper	because	 the	political	analysis	must	

be	there	accessible	to	all,	and	the	images,	that	can	communicate	the	action	–	the	clash	

with	 the	police,	 the	blitz,	 require	videos	 that	go	on	YouTube	which	 then	go	on	social	

networks	quickly.	These	things	don’t	even	appear	on	TV!	In	fact,	it	is	the	TV	channels	

who	ask	us	for	authorisation	to	use	them.	Nowadays	information	is	made	up	of	a	minor	

journalism	that	is	used	and	not	paid.	We	don’t	care	about	being	paid	for	the	video,	but	

we	care	that	people	will	see	it.	Look	at	our	YouTube	channel:	we	go	where	others	don’t	

go.	 Some	 of	 our	 videos	 have	 more	 than	 50000	 views.	 In	 Turkey	 during	 the	 Gezi	

protests,	we	who	were	not	Turks	could	go	wherever	we	liked,	and	this	has	allowed	us	

to	film	things	that	everyone	knew	but	we	were	able	to	give	the	videos	to	Repubblica	or	

to	 Corriere	 della	 Sera.60 	The	 communication	 mechanism	 has	 different	 plans	 with	

respect	 to	 the	objectives	 that	are	established.	We	use	all	 the	 tools	we	have	available,	

																																																								
60	Repubblica	and	Corriere	della	Sera	are	two	of	the	main	national	newspapers	in	Italy.	
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and	all	we	do	has	behind	it	a	political	logic;	our	purpose	is	not	the	visibility	per	se,	is	

not	the	visibility	as	a	gesture	of	self-representation,	but	to	show	that	there	is	a	chance	

to		determine	actions	even	when	it	is	forbidden,	it	as	a	statement	of	counter-power	and	

of	 counter-culture.	We	want	 this	 to	be	 able	 to	be	 seen	 at	 all	 possible	 levels.	 For	 this	

reason	we	have	our	satellite	TV,	so	we	don’t	have	to	go	through	YouTube	that	censors	

some	type	of	videos	or	soundtracks.	We	must	be	 free,	autonomous	and	 independent,	

and	so	must	be	our	communication.	Independence	is	won	by	winning	tools,	it	is	not	the	

establishment	of	hegemony,	it	is	the	appropriation	of	knowledge	and	of	the	sharing	of	

knowledge.	In	this	respect,	the	plane	of	desire	is	fundamental.	It	 is	what	pushes	us	to	

do	 everything,	 the	 desire	 of	 wanting	 to	 be	 where	 everybody	 else	 is.	 We	 must	 do	

counter-information	and	take	the	risk.	I	know	all	this	can	sound	contradictory,	but	 in	

the	contradiction	a	method	that	can	be	called	cooperating	can	be	found. 

 

 

Padua,	Sherwood	Festival,	5	July	2014	

I	have	tried	to	reach	Adriana	via	phone	all	morning	to	remind	her	of	our	interview	but	I	

can	 only	 get	 hold	 of	 her	 after	 a	 few	 hours.	 We	 eventually	 manage	 to	 meet	 at	 the	

bookshop	tent.	Adriana	is	a	young	activist	in	her	early	twenties	and	deeply	involved	in	

the	communicative	side	of	the	movement	she	is	part	of. 

 

A:	Yes,	it’s	true	that	the	net	is	surveilled	and	not	completely	free,	but	we	have	to	resist	

this	 kind	 of	 exploitation,	 and	we	 should	 indeed	 try	 to	 circulate	 on	 the	 net	what	we	

want,	 our	 initiatives,	 the	 content	 that	we	produce	and	 the	 images	of	what	we	would	

like	 this	 society	 to	 be	 like.	 So,	 I	 think	 it's	 important	 to	 be	 and	 remain	 on	 the	 net,	 of	

course	with	the	necessary	precautions.	This	also	applies	to	social	networks	that	despite	

being	the	object	of	much	criticism,	can	surely	be	used	intelligently,	because	when	there	

are	thousands	of	people	connected	to	Facebook,	Twitter	or	Google+,	this	means	that	it	

may	be	useful	to	us	too,	to	share	our	contributions	on	these	platforms.		

	

I	believe	that	the	most	 important	thing	 is	 the	free	flow	of	 information;	what	we	have	

always	done	and	claimed.	To	me,	 it	makes	no	sense	to	do	something	and	talk	only	to	

people	who	 think	 like	us,	 indeed	 I	 think	 that	 if	we	want	 to	have	one	 comprehensive	

look	I	should	do	all	I	can	so	that	globally	everyone	can	see	what	we	do.	That	said,	we	
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produce	independent	platforms,	and	all	the	tools	that	we	use	are	independent	as	well	

as	the	servers	we	own.	

	

Are	social	networks,	therefore,	tools	for	mobilisation?		

Well,	 just	 look	at	what	happened	with	the	Arab	Spring,	 the	Occupy	Movement	and	at	

Gezi	Park.	I	believe	that	publishing	on	the	net	what	happens	in	the	world	also	helps	to	

create	a	collective	imagination,	and	to	establish	a	European	and	international	space	of	

resistance. 

 

 

In	 these	 words,	 the	 essence	 of	 the	 activist	 use	 of	 corporate	 social	 networks	 can	 be	

found:	“Look	at	what	happened	with	the	Arab	Spring,	the	Occupy	Movement	and	at	Gezi	

Park”	or	“when	there	are	thousands	of	people	connected	to	Facebook,	Twitter	or	Google+,	

this	means	that	it	may	be	useful	to	us	too,	to	share	our	contributions	on	these	platforms”	

and	“Why	do	you	think	Facebook	and	Twitter	win	in	the	end?	Because	users	do	not	need	

to	 have	 technical	 skills.	 On	 the	 plane	 of	 communication	 simplicity	 wins”.	 These	 words	

show	a	belief	in	the	potential	of	social	media	to	be	used	as	broadcasting	media	capable	of	

reaching	out	to	a	global	audience	and,	to	a	certain	extent,	the	acknowledgement	–	more	or	

less	implicit	–	of	the	success	of	the	current	system	of	communication,	and	an	opportunistic	

compliance	to	certain	rules	that	the	system	dictates.		

The	pivotal	concept	here	is	that	of	communication,	or	better,	of	counter-communication,	

or	of	doing	counter-information.	The	main	objective	of	these	groups	is	to	communicate	their	

message	 across	 a	 variety	 of	 media	 platforms,	 not	 only	 those	 who	 are	 affiliated	 with	 the	

movement	 but	 also	 mainstream	 media	 platforms.	 As	 Luther	 Blisset	 states:	 “Traditional	

radical	 politics	 strongly	 relies	 on	 the	 persuasive	 power	 of	 the	 rational	 argument.	 The	

confidence	 that	 the	 simple	 presentation	 of	 information	 represents	 an	 effective	 form	 of	

political	 action	 is	 almost	unshakeable”	 (1997).	Visibility	of	 the	 action	 seems	 to	be	 a	main	

priority	 for	 these	 groups	 (although	 to	 be	 interpreted	 not	 as	 an	 end	 in	 itself	 but	 as	 the	

expression	of	an	ongoing	political	project),	because	the	circulation	of	 the	message	has	the	

potential	 to	 create	 collective	 imaginations	 and	 possibly	 spark	 responses	 in	 the	 audience.	

Communication	is	also	to	be	intended	not	as	an	end	in	itself	but	as	political	practice	and	as	a	

major	 component	of	 a	broader	political	project	 that	 aims	at	 changing	 the	 current	 state	of	

things.	 

As	 much	 as	 this	 understanding	 of	 the	 communication	 act	 bears	 a	 particular	 political	
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practice,	it	can	be	argued	that,	in	some	ways,	it	retraces	the	same	logic	of	a	certain	corporate	

mode	of	communication	that	is,	indeed,	deemed	as	successful	even	by	a	certain	segment	of	

the	 movement.	 Some	 of	 the	 techniques	 and	 tools	 produced	 through	 this	 model	 of	

communication	are	adopted	by	some	groups	and	regarded	appropriate	for	specific	political	

aims:	when	it	is	convenient	to	communicate	a	hammering	message,	that	reaches	people	via	

the	 techniques	 of	 marketing,	 advertisement,	 or	 the	 likes.	 It	 is	 hard,	 if	 not	 impossible,	 to	

make	sense	of	this	existent	contradiction	in	the	way	these	groups	use	the	corporate	social	

Web.	Indeed,	on	one	hand,	it	can	be	argued	that	the	search	for	visibility	which	these	groups	

seek	within	the	current	system	is	designed	for	a	compulsive	mode	of	communication,	and	

runs	 the	 risk	 of	 increasingly	 resembling	 the	 old	 dream	 that	 the	 global	 circulation	 of	

information	will	 contribute	 to	 the	emancipation	of	 the	people.	However,	 as	Luther	Blisset	

again	points	out:	

 

The	 main	 problem	 with	 traditional	 concepts	 of	 radical	 political	
communication	is	the	acceptance	of	the	idea:	“whoever	possesses	the	senders	
can	 control	 the	 thoughts	 of	 humans”.	 This	 hypothesis	 comes	 from	 a	 very	
simple	communication	model	which	only	focuses	on	the	“sender”	(in	case	of	
mass	 communication	 usually	 centrally	 and	 industrially	 organised),	 the	
“channel”	which	transports	the	information,	and	the	“receiver”.	(1997)		

 
 

This	view	appears	too	simplistic	as	 it	does	not	consider	that	facts	and	information,	even	if	

they	become	commonplace,	do	not	necessarily	trigger	any	consequences. On	the	other	hand,	

this	 can	be	understood	as	a	 tactical	use	of	 the	corporate	 tool.	By	 tactic,	 I	mean	Michel	De	

Certeau’s	 formulation	 of	 the	 concept	 as	 opposed	 to	 “strategy”.	 In	 this	 sense,	 tactics	 are	

creative	 modes	 of	 using	 what	 remains	 of	 the	 spaces	 that	 are	 occupied	 by	 the	 dominant	

power	in	a	way	that	is	influenced	by	its	rules	but	never	fully	determined	by	them,	and	that	

translates	in	unconventional	patterns	of	everyday	life	“in	which	the	weak	are	seeking	to	turn	

the	 tables	 on	 the	 strong.	 Tactics	must	 depend	on	 clever	 tricks,	 knowing	how	 to	 get	 away	

with	 things,	 the	hunter’s	 cunning,	maneuvers,	 polymorphic	 simulations,	 joyful	 discoveries	

poetic	as	well	as	warlike	they	go	back	to	the	immemorial”	(1984,	p.	xii).	As	Ippolita	pointed	

out	in	our	interview	conducted	in	Verbania:	 

 

The	 issue	remains	 to	be	clarified	about	 the	way	one	wants	 to	communicate	
the	 message.	 Marshall	 McLuhan	 stated	 that	 “the	 medium	 is	 the	 message”	
(1964),	and	we	quite	agree	with	that.	If	the	medium	you	are	using	is	a	private	
corporation	that	makes	money	by	profiling	users,	it	can	be	useful	in	a	specific	
moment	 because	 of	 its	 easy	 access,	 but	 it	 always	 needs	 to	 be	 used	 with	
precautions	and	it	is	clear	that	this	cannot	be	the	revolutionary	solution.	We	
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can	use	everything,	we	are	not	against	anything,	in	the	face	of	violence	we	are	
entitled	 to	 use	 anything	 to	 defend	 ourselves.	 This	 said,	 however,	 we	must	
look	 at	 where	 we	 are	 and	 who	 are	 we.	 We	 have	 to	 contextualise	 these	
questions	in	a	historical	time	and	in	a	geographical	area.	We	must	situate	the	
questions.	Once	we	have	done	so,	we	can	maybe	realise	that	as	westerners,	
white,	middle	class	males	maybe	even	a	 little	bored,	perhaps	things	start	to	
appear	a	little	different.	(2014) 

 

 

The	issue	of	how	to	use	social	networks	for	political	activism	is	an	 interesting	one,	and	

one	 that	 I	 discussed	 extensively	with	 the	 collective	 Ippolita	which	 is	 also	 concerned	with	

similar	 topics.	 I	 report	 here	 part	 of	 our	 interview,	 and	 use	 it	 as	 a	 way	 into	 the	 broader	

debate	that	will	follow.	 

 

Verbania,	12.09.2014	
At	the	hackmeeting	in	Bologna,	I	meet	two	of	the	members	of	the	collective	Ippolita.	I	

accidentally	run	into	them	while	they	are	looking	for	a	place	to	have	a	bite	just	outside	

xm24,	 so	 I	 seize	 the	 opportunity	 and	 stop	 them	 to	 ask	 whether	 they	 would	 be	

interested	in	helping	with	my	research.	They	seem	very	interested,	and	hand	me	their	

card	with	their	contact	details.	 

I	contact	them	via	email	in	early	September.	I	am	a	guest	at	a	recently	occupied	social	

centre	on	the	periphery	of	Milan.	I	have	met	some	of	the	occupants	while	helping	with	

the	making	of	tomato	sauce	at	the	recovered	factory	Rimaflow	in	the	metropolitan	area	

of	Milan,	 and	 they	have	 offered	me	 a	 place	 to	 stay.	 The	 Ippolita	 reply	 that	 they’d	 be	

happy	 to	 see	 me	 and	 that,	 at	 the	 moment,	 they	 are	 located	 in	 Verbania,	 in	 the	

neighboring	region	of	Piedmont.	It	is	not	far	from	Milan,	maybe	just	a	couple	of	hours	

by	train.	On	September	12,	I	jump	on	a	train	in	Milan	not	too	early	in	the	morning	and	

travel	 to	 Verbania.	 At	 the	 train	 station,	 they	 are	 waiting	 for	 me.	 We	 drive	 to	 a	

magnificent	park	where	we	 find	 a	 sheltered	place	 from	 the	 sun	 and	 let	 ourselves	 go	

into	one	of	the	most	intense	and	useful	interviews	I	have	collected	in	my	fieldwork.	The	

Ippolita	are	very	enthusiastic	to	talk	about	this	topic:	they	are	unstoppable,	they	have	

opened	the	floodgates.					 

 

“It	is	not	so	much	what	but	how.	The	basic	idea	is:	technologies	are	not	neutral,	and	in	

particular	 not	 digital	 technologies,	 they	 are	 neither	 good	 nor	 bad	 nor	 neutral.	

Technologies	embody	ideologies,	that	are	the	ideologies	of	the	people	that	create	them,	
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the	complexity	of	beliefs	and	ideas	that	come	from	the	masters,	those	who	sponsor	the	

coding,	 those	who	 physically	 create	 them	 and	 those	who	 use	 them.	Now,	we	 do	 not	

mean	that	 the	 ideology	of	 the	social	networks	 is	 intrinsically	 totalitarian:	 that	misses	

the	point.	The	point	is	that	the	way	existing	social	networks	are	designed	makes	them	

ideological	networks;	 they	are	an	 ideological	project.	 It	 is	not	 that	 ideology	 is	wrong,	

it’s	 that	 this	 specific	 ideology	 we	 do	 not	 like.	 They	 are	 not	 just	 a	 tool,	 they	 are	

something	more	than	a	tool.	Concretely	they	realise	very	clear	ideas,	which	have	been	

expressed	in	the	case	of	Facebook,	for	instance,	by	Mark	Zuckerberg	talking	about	the	

idea	of	radical	transparency,	and	that	to	be	and	look	different	and	have	a	multifaceted	

identity	is	a	sign	of	moral	decay,	incoherence,	and	inconsistency.	These	ideas	are	going	

in	 the	 exact	 opposite	 direction	 to	 the	 ideas	 of	 the	 decomposition	 of	 the	 subject,	

elaborated	 in	 the	 1900s	 by	 the	 European	 tradition	 of	 which	 we	 feel	 bearers.	 The	

distance	 from	 the	 self,	 the	 criticism	 of	 the	 self,	 and	 the	 reflection	 on	 the	 self	 is	 very	

important.	If	you	are	one	with	your	online	profile	and	dedicate	yourself	obsessively	to	

the	 construction	of	 your	digital	 alter	 ego	 and	 that	 is	 all	 that	 counts,	 then	 it	 becomes	

difficult	to	have	a	critical	distance.	In	this	sense	the	tool	becomes	ideological,	in	that	it	

has	already	a	very	clear	idea:	the	idea	of	getting	rid	of	the	biodiversity	of	individuals,	

and	to	make	it	a	great	cauldron	in	which	there	is	someone	who	always	has	an	overall	

view,	while	the	users	do	not.	Users	are	only	able	to	see	the	homophile	share	of	network	

that	 they’ve	 created,	 and	 that	 they	 can	 measure.	 They	 even	 equip	 users	 with	 the	

minimum	measurement	 tools.	The	 individual	or	 the	group	 finds	out	about	 its	 shared	

capital	by	means	of	measuring	tools	that	the	same	platform	makes	available	for	them.	

It	 is	the	platform	itself	that	decides	the	value	of	the	rules,	 i.e.	that	assigns	value	to	an	

object,	 a	 person	 or	 a	 comment.	 In	 few	 words,	 it's	 not	 possible	 to	 intervene	 on	 the	

ontological	level”. 

								 
The	question	of	how	to	create	conflict	when	dealing	with	this	specific	type	of	technology	

becomes	all	the	more	pressing	in	the	process	of	exploring	the	activist	use	of	corporate	social	

media.	It	is,	indeed,	a	matter	of	reflecting	on	the	possibilities	offered	by	the	means	itself	to	

actively	engage	with	it	while	trying	not	to	be	absorbed	by	the	rules	and	the	logics	enacted	by	

the	 dominant	 power(s).	 In	 this	 sense,	 this	 point	 could	 serve	 as	 a	 useful	 start	 for	 a	

reconsideration	 of	 the	 rational	 politics	 of	 radical	 communication	 that	 has	 been	 explained	

above.	In	fact,	while	the	work	of	counter-information	conducted	by	radical	political	groups	

is,	with	no	doubts,	extremely	valuable	and	much	needed	in	the	contemporary	oligopolistic	
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landscape	of	the	media	industry,	it	is	crucial	to	question	the	premises	and	the	outcomes	of	

such	 a	 practice	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 neoliberal	 politics	 that	 increasingly	 relies	 on	 the	 free	

circulation	of	content	for	its	survival.		

This	 capitalist,	 bourgeois,	 white,	 male	 dominated	 system	 of	 representative	 democracy	

takes	 its	 strength	 from	 the	 ability	 to	 include	 critique,	 and	 relies	 on	 the	 fiction	 of	 equal	

exchange:	a	government	needs	an	opposition	and	every	opinion	needs	to	be	balanced	with	

another	one.	Every	criticism	that,	essentially,	does	not	threaten	the	legitimacy	of	the	ruling	

system	is	not	only	tolerated	but	also	tends	to	become	part	of	it	(Luther	Blisset,	1997).	It	is,	

therefore,	 fundamental	 that	 the	analysis	of	radical	politics	 turn	 its	critical	 lens	toward	the	

convergence	 between	 networked	 telecommunications	 and	 globalised	 neoliberalism	 into	

what,	 as	 mentioned	 earlier	 in	 the	 Chapter,	 Jodi	 Dean	 (2009)	 has	 called	 communicative	

capitalism,	 for	 a	 focused	 plan	 of	 action	 and	 resistance.	 In	 communicative	 capitalism,	 we	

witness	 a	 “multiplication	 of	 resistances	 and	 assertions	 so	 extensive	 as	 to	 hinder	 the	

formation	 of	 strong	 counter-hegemonies.	 The	proliferation,	 distribution,	 acceleration,	 and	

intensification	of	communicative	access	and	opportunity	result	in	a	deadlocked	democracy	

incapable	 of	 serving	 as	 a	 form	 for	 political	 change”	 (Dean,	 2009,	 p.	 22).	 Within	 such	 a	

framework,	there	is	a	need	to	consider	the	capacity	of	these	technologies	of	information	not	

only	 to	 guide	 decisions	 in	 the	 global	 marketplace,	 but	 also	 to	 “capture	 and	 re-format	

political	 energies.	 They	 turn	 efforts	 at	 political	 engagements	 into	 contribution	 to	 the	

circulation	of	 content,	 reinforcing	 the	hold	of	neoliberalism’s	 technological	 infrastructure”	

(Dean,	2009,	p.	32).	While	the	intent	of	counter-information	is	noble	and	necessary,	there	is	

a	 need	 to	 consider	 that	 a	 real	 risk	 exists	 that	 it	 can	 be	 subsumed	 under	 the	 logics	 of	

communicative	capitalism	where	 information	 is	 the	most	precious	commodity.	New	routes	

for	creating	conflict	on	these	platforms	could	and	need	to	be	explored.	 In	this	respect,	my	

conversation	with	Ippolita	again	shed	light	on	this	crucial	point:	 
 

The	 relationship	with	 social	 networks	 can	 be	 framed	 from	many	 points	 of	
view.	We	 are	mostly	 interested	 in	 a	 radical	 and	 self-conscious	use	 of	 these	
media.	An	example	would	be	hacking	them	–	hacking	is	very	interesting.	For	
instance,	you	can	create	social	bots.61	Our	point	is	that	when	you	are	facing	a	
technical	problem,	the	answer	must	be	technical	first	of	all,	and	political	and	
cultural	as	well,	but	out	of	there.62	When	you	are	on	those	platforms	you	have	
to	be	at	the	same	level	of	those	who	designed	the	medium	if	you	really	want	
to	prove	that	you	can	be	in	and	against.	This	is	probably	a	matter	of	personal	

																																																								
61	Social	media	bots	are	algorithms	acting	in	social	media	networks.	They	are	fake	social	media	accounts	and	they	look	like	real	users.	

There	are	services	that	offer	bots,	from	those	who	will	like	whatever	you	post	to	fake	followers.	
62	“Out	of	there”	as	in	out	of	the	social	media	platforms.		
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and	 political	 integrity	 more	 than	 anything	 else.	 I	 mean,	 we	 can’t	 fool	
ourselves,	we	cannot	say	we	are	doing	radical	politics,	and	that	the	only	way	
to	do	it	is	to	use	those	media,	otherwise	it	means	that	is	over.	(2014) 

 

 

Indeed,	opportunities	to	challenge	corporate	social	networks	on	the	technical	level	have	

been	explored	broadly	by	activists,	and	alternative	social	networking	platforms	have	been	

developed	in	occasions	of	political	uprisings.	For	instance,	the	project	Facebook	Resistance	

was	 initiated	by	digital	 artist	Tobias	Leingruber	 in	2010,	 and	 is	 “a	 research	 initiative	and	

hands-on	workshop	series	to	rethink	and	change	the	frame	that	Facebook	is	setting	for	us”	

(Facebook	Resistance	Page,	n.d.).	The	Facebook	Resistance	crew	organises	workshops	to	re-

imagine	 both	 concretely	 and	 conceptually	 the	 social	 networking	 platform.	 Funny	 and	

creative	ideas	emerge	during	the	workshops,	and	they	are	ironically	posted	on	the	Facebook	

page	 named	 Facebook	 Resistance.	 Other	 ideas	 and	 initiatives	 have	 been	 developed	 by	

hackers	 and	 technology	 amateurs	 such	 as	 the	 company’s	 unwanted	 Dislike	 button	 or	

EnemyGraph,	a	Facebook	application	that	enables	users	to	list	their	enemies,	which	can	be	a	

friend,	user,	page,	or	group.	It	was	developed	in	early	2012	by	Dean	Terry,	director	of	the	

emerging	media	program	at	the	University	of	Texas,	and	Bradley	Griffith,	a	graduate	student	

(Stumpel,	2013,	p.	693).		

Besides	 these	 initiatives	 that	 try	 to	 challenge	 social	networking	platforms	 from	within,	

there	 also	 exist	 more	 radical	 technical	 challenges	 to	 platforms	 like	 Facebook.	 These	 are	

decentralised,	 non-corporate	 platforms	 developed	 by	 activists	 and	 developers	 who	 have	

been	 working	 on	 social	 networking	 technologies	 using	 alternative	 methods.	 The	 most	

known	among	activists	and	developers	are	Diaspora	and	Lorea	(this	platform	was	used	by	

protesters	 in	 15	 May	 2011	 demonstrations	 in	 Spain),	 although	 they	 are	 still	 in	 their	

experimental	stage	and	not	well-known	among	the	general	public.63	These	social	networks	

are	based	on	a	kind	of	distributed	model	where	the	data	is	not	stored	on	the	servers	owned	

by	one	central	actor,	but	on	federated	servers	(Van	Der	Velden,	2013,	p.	796).	By	proposing	

a	different	 type	of	distribution	model,	 these	alternative	social	networks	attempt	 to	offer	a	

different	 model	 for	 social	 networking	 practices.	 In	 fact,	 these	 platforms	 do	 not	 aim	 at	

replacing	 corporate	 social	media:	 instead,	 they	 aim	 at	 offering	 another	model	 altogether,	

aware	 that	 a	 technology	 that	 is	modeled	 to	 resemble	 Facebook,	 for	 instance,	 can	 only	 be	

another	Facebook. 

																																																								
63	The	protest	movement	of	15	May	2011	is	also	known	as	the	Indignados	Movement,	and	it	is	an	anti-austerity	movement	originated	

in	Spain	against	the	government’s	responses	to	the	economic	crisis	in	2008-9.		
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These	are	all	examples	of	the	wealth	of	resources	that	are	available	for	activists	to	use	as	

tools	 of	 resistance.	 It	 seems	 that	 there	 currently	 exists,	 in	 the	 broader	 activist	 scene,	 a	

substantial	 pool	 of	 knowledge	 and	 resources	 that	 can	 potentially	 be	 successfully	 used	 to	

produce	 valid	 alternatives	 to	 the	model	 of	 social	 interaction	 that	 corporate	 social	 media	

promote	 and	 that	 is	 increasingly	 powerful	 in	 defining	 our	 identities.	 The	 Italian	 activist	

movement	shows	a	diverse	engagement	with	corporate	social	media.	Some	groups	appear	

to	be	more	oriented	 than	others	 toward	a	use	of	 social	networks	 for	 counter-information	

purposes,	 bringing	 about	 issues	 around	 the	power	 of	 communication	 of	 such	media.	 This	

reveals	an	attitude	towards	considering	these	media	as	the	new	mass	media	that	can	fulfill	

the	dream	of	broadcasting.	In	this	regard,	the	interview	with	Ippolita	provides	again	some	

insight:	 
 

Social	media	today	offer	the	illusion	of	broadcasting,	but	still	what	does	being	
in	 the	 Twitter	 trending	 topics	 mean?	 Does	 it	 mean	 that	 the	 movement	
instances	are	also	the	instances	of	all?	The	question	we	must	think	about	 is	
then,	 the	 relationship	 with	 the	 masses.	 Do	 we	 still	 believe	 that	 only	 the	
masses	 can	 create	 change?	 Then	 the	 question	 is	 hegemony,	 then	 the	
movement	 still	 thinks	 that	 “the	more	 the	better”,	 but	we	don’t	 think	 this	 is	
the	solution.	Think,	for	instance,	to	feminism,	the	great	feminist	revolution:	it	
is	a	revolution	that	has	never	lost	a	battle,	that	it	is	still	ongoing.	Feminism	is	
not	a	movement	that	aims	at	hegemony,	but	at	the	transformative	power	to	
change	people,	and	this	kind	of	things	take	time,	it	takes	years	to	elaborate	a	
feminist	discourse,	which	are	years	of	a	person's	life,	which	are	the	years	of	
social,	political	and	cultural	change.	(2014)									 

 

 

This	analysis	of	the	activist	use	of	corporate	social	media	has	revealed	important	insights	

not	only	on	 the	 straightforward	 ideas	 that	 certain	groups	have	about	 technology	but	 also	

about	 the	 broader	 political	 projects	 and	 objectives	 of	 different	 groups	 and	 how	 they	

envisage	social	change.	In	the	current	political	and	social	climate	in	Italy,	it	is	important	to	

look	 critically	 at	 the	potential	 of	new	social	 technologies	 for	political	 activism	 in	order	 to	

avoid	mysticism	 and	 enthusiasm,	 but	 also	 phobia.	 It	 is,	 indeed,	 particularly	 important	 as	

explained	 earlier	 in	 this	 Chapter,	 to	 clarify	 what	 kind	 of	 (counter)information	 different	

groups	intend	to	produce	and	for	what	purposes.	The	question	of	the	how	with	regard	to	the	

practice	 of	 counter-information	 and	 counter-mobilisation	 might,	 therefore,	 need	

reconsideration.	 The	 next	 sections	 will	 explore	 in	 detail	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 network	 in	

relation	to	the	political	practice	of	communication	and	of	the	process	of	becoming-common,	

considering	the	working	of	affects	in	this	context.					



	 195	

Antisocial or trusted networks 
 
Throughout	my	 fieldwork,	 I	 discussed	 at	 length	with	 the	participants	 their	 reasons	 for	

the	use	or	the	non-use	of	corporate	social	media	platforms	for	political	activism.	I	could	not	

but	discuss	this	with	one	of	the	pillars	of	the	hacker	and	media	activist	community	in	Italy,	

the	collective	that	goes	by	the	name	of	autistici/inventati	(a/i).		

As	mentioned	in	the	first	Chapter,	this	collective	has	been	active	for	about	twenty	years	

now	and	is	the	forefront	of	the	critique	and	practice	of	digital	technology.	The	collective	is	

comprised	of	 almost	 forty	members,	who	 live	 in	different	parts	 of	 the	 country,	 of	Europe	

and	maybe	of	the	world,	but	have,	at	some	point,	shared	part	of	their	lives	and	experiences.	

The	only	way	to	reach	them	is	via	the	net.	I	put	together	a	list	of	basic	questions	for	them	to	

circulate	among	the	members	to	work	on,	to	which	they	answered	in	their	hacker-like	style:	

semi-seriously.			 

 

		Do	you	identify	with	a	particular	movement?	

No,	we	moderately	like	everybody,	and	try	to	help	all	the	groups	that	gravitate	within	

the	framework	of	self-organisation	with	very	generic	but	categorical	principles:	anti-

fascism,	anti-sexism,	anti-racism	and	anti-capitalism.	We	are	a	server	for	“the	

movement”	in	this	sense	a	bit	ecumenic	of	the	term.	

	

What	are	the	principles	driving	your	view	about	digital	technology	and	new	media?	 

Old	stuff,	nothing	new.	Self-management,	solidarity,	mutual	support,	nothing	that	

cannot	already	be	found	in	old	books	like	The	Conquest	of	Bread	by	Kropotkin.	To	

summarise:	we’d	piss	on	Steve	Jobs’	grave,	we’d	kick	Zuckerberg	in	the	ribs,	and	

ultimately,	we	prefer	sunglasses	to	Google	glasses,	for	the	hangover.	

	

Do	you	use	any	social	media?	What	specific	platforms	do	you	use?	

Almost	none	actually.	We	set	up	our	own	blog	platform	www.noblogs.org,	because	the	

publishing	system	used	on	blogs	seemed	the	only	interesting	thing	on	average	brought	

forth	from	the	Web	2.0.	It’s	confidentiality-oriented,	without	profiling	for	users,	that	

seems	to	us	the	only	system	capable	of	guaranteeing	freedom	of	expression.	For	

everything	else,	we	don’t	know	really.	Sometimes,	we	publish	communications	of	the	

collective	on	Twitter.	Sometimes. 
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		For	which	purposes	do	you	use	social	media?		

		We	try	not	to	use	them	in	general,	for	a	sort	of	mental	ecology.	

	

What	do	you	like	and	not	like	about	social	media?	

We	like	almost	nothing	of	social	media.	Starting	from	the	adjective	social,	because	it’s	

misleading,	 it	 gives	 the	 idea	 that	 they	 have	 been	 designed	 to	 connect	 people	 rather	

than	commercialise	relationships.	 Instead,	 it	seems	to	us	 that	presently	 the	second	 is	

more	valuable,	and	the	first	only	the	decoy.	

	

What	do	you	think	are	the	limitations	of	the	web	and	in	the	specific	of	social	media?		

The	 web	 has	 two	 problems:	 governments	 and	 multinationals,	 if	 we	 eliminate	 those	

then	we	are	fine.	

	

What	 kind	 of	 audience	 do	 you	 think	 you	 can	 reach	 through	 social	 media?	

We're	 not	 very	 good	 at	 asking	 ourselves	 the	 question	 of	 the	 audience,	 we	 do	 what	

seems	right,	 trying	 to	make	ourselves	useful,	 inspired	by	 the	principle	of	mutual	aid:	

we	share	what	we	do,	we	put	 it	at	 the	disposal	of	 the	community,	 if	 someone	makes	

good	use	of	this	knowledge,	we	are	happy.		

	

What	are	the	motivations	for	using	social	media?	

As	a	first	thought,	looking	a	bit	around	and	asking	friends,	we	would	say	the	usual,	the	

same	reason	that	has	dragged	humanity	from	the	beginning	of	times,	even	after	it	came	

down	from	the	trees:	mating.	

	

Do	you	consider	social	media	as	a	potential	tool	for	mobilisation?	

Social	 media	 do	 not	 create	 mobilisation,	 they	 are	 as	 useful	 as	 any	 other	 form	 of	

communication	would	be	when	the	mobilisations	are	already	existing.	 

 

Network	analysis	–	a	broad	field	intersecting	with	many	diverse	disciplines,	from	biology	

and	neurosciences	to	sociology	and	communication	studies	–	may	help	us	to	address	some	

of	the	issues	raised	above	by	autistici/inventati.	By	focusing	on	the	area	of	social	network	

analysis,	 I	 want	 to	 explore	 the	 concept	 of	 trusted	 networks,	 introduced	 by	 the	 collective	

Ippolita,	 and	 to	 compare	 and	 contrast	 it	 with	 that	 of	 social	 or	 untrustworthy	 networks	

discussed	previously.	As	the	collective	puts	it: 
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We	like	 the	 idea	of	replacing	 the	concept	of	 the	social	network	with	 that	of	
trusted	 network.	 We	 do	 not	 need	 to	 socialise	 more,	 but	 we	 need	 to	 build	
organised	 networks	with	 the	 people	 and	 the	machines	 that	we	 trust	 (italic	
mine).	(2015,	p.	13)			
 
 

A	network	is	a	set	of	relationships.	It	contains	a	set	of	objects	–	or	nodes	–	and	a	mapping	

or	 description	 of	 relations	 between	 the	 objects	 or	 nodes.	 Relationships	 between	 the	

objects/nodes	 can	 be	 non-directional	 (i.e.	 two	 people	 standing	 in	 the	 same	 room),	 or	

directional	 (i.e.	 A	 likes	 B:	 directed	 relationship,	 or	 A	 and	 B	 like	 one	 another:	 symmetric	

relationship).	 Relationships	 can	 be	more	 than	 the	 sharing	 of	 an	 attribute	 or	 being	 in	 the	

same	room.	They	can	involve	flows	between	the	objects/nodes	(like	exchanging	gifts),	that	

are	very	important	for	the	functionality	of	a	network.	Furthermore,	networks	become	more	

complex	the	more	the	objects/nodes	and	the	flows	and	relationships	that	take	place	among	

them	 (Kadushin,	 2012,	 p.14-15).	 The	 type	 of	 relationship	 between	 nodes	 is	 also	 an	

important	 aspect	 of	 the	 network.	 These	 can	 be	 symmetrical	 or	 asymmetrical,	 and	 even	

hierarchical	 in	 that	 some	networks	 are	 equivalent	 to	power	or	 status	positions.	 Positions	

are	key	in	whole	networks,	as	network	relations	can	be	prescribed	by	values,	organisations,	

and	institutions,	and	they	can	be	elaborated	on	the	base	of	the	prescribed	(ibid,	p.	39-41).		

There	are	many	different	ways	 to	 look	at	network	analysis.	For	 this	 specific	purpose,	 I	

will	 consider	 mainly	 the	 aspect	 of	 relationships	 between	 nodes,	 and	 the	 variations	 that	

constitute	 the	 peculiarity	 of	 both	 the	 type	 of	 networks	 compared.	 In	 this	 regard,	 the	

example	of	autistici/inventati	is	extremely	important.	As	Hui	and	Halpin	point	out:		

 

The	 presupposition	 of	 the	 social	 network	 is	 that	 individuals	 constitute	 the	
network,	and	hence	 individuals	are	 the	basic	unchanging	units	of	 the	social	
network.	If	there	is	any	collectivity	at	all,	it	is	considered	primarily	as	the	sum	
of	the	individuals	and	their	social	relationships	as	represented	by	the	map	of	
the	 quantified	 “social	 graph”,	 which	 gives	 mathematical	 precision	 to	 the	
concept	of	social	networks.	This	view	is	at	odds	with	what	has	been	widely	
understood	 in	 anthropology:	 namely	 that	 a	 society,	 community,	 or	 some	
other	 collectivity	 exist	 beyond	 the	 mere	 sum	 of	 individuals	 and	 their	
relationships,	 and	 are	 deeply	 embedded	 in	 their	 technical,	 historical,	 and	
even	zoological	world.	(2013,	p.	105) 

 

 

It	 is	 possible	 to	 start	 from	 this	 basic	 consideration	 in	 order	 to	 begin	 to	 outline	what	 a	

trusted	network	 looks	 like.	 This	 type	of	 networks	poses	 a	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 the	 type	of	

relationships	 that	 exist	 between	 the	 nodes,	 because	 it	 is	 the	 condition	 of	 trust	 that	
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determines	the	existence	of	the	network	itself	rather	than	the	principal	of	the	mere	sum	of	

the	individuals	who	belong	to	it.	The	ties	existing	between	the	members	of	trusted	networks	

are	meaningful	because	they	involve	the	experiential.	Their	relationships	are	formed	upon	

multiple	 bases,	 reminding	 us	 of	 something	 similar	 to	 what	 Kadushin	 refers	 to	 as	

multiplexity,	a	modality	of	relationship	that	classically	occurs	“in	village	societies	 in	which	

people	are	simultaneously	kin,	workers	on	 the	same	 farm,	members	of	 the	same	religious	

cult”	(2012,	p.	36).	However,	in	trusted	networks	these	type	of	relationships	are	established	

voluntarily	rather	 than	because	of	a	given	role,	and	–	most	of	all	–	 	 they	emerge	 from	the	

sharing	of	intensely	affective	experiences	such	as	being	part	of	the	event,	that	brings	people	

together,	or	the	sharing	of	physical	spaces	and	physical	experiences	but	also	of	knowledge	

and	technical	skills.		

The	case	of	autistici/inventati,	as	an	example	of	a	trusted	network,	reveals	the	importance	

of	 this	 type	 of	 dynamic	 and	 its	 embeddedness	 within	 the	 related	 cultural	 and	 social	

structural	 framework	 (Kadushin,	 2012,	 p.	 40).	 autistici/inventati	 as	 server	 for	 “the	

movement”	 started	 its	 activity	 almost	 twenty	 years	 ago,	 emerging	 from	 the	 experience	of	

the	hacklabs	and	the	hackmeetings.64	The	group	emerged	in	response	to	the	needs	not	only	

of	the	members	of	the	collective	but	also	of	the	wider	community	of	users	and	amateurs	that	

gravitated	around	the	scene	of	hacklabs	and	hackmeetings,	and	that	were	sensitive	toward	

similar	issues	such	as	technological	control	and	the	necessity	to	safeguard	the	community.	

In	this	sense,	a/i	started	from	an	already	established	network	of	relationships	and	worked	

to	provide	 technical	 tools	 that	were	much	needed	at	 that	point	given	 the	political	 climate	

(the	 no-global	 movement,	 WTO	 protests	 in	 Seattle,	 Indymedia	 and	 the	 G8	 protests	 in	

Genoa).	There	was,	and	is,	an	ongoing	and	growing	exchange	within	the	network	that	occurs	

not	only	online	but	also	offline	–	on	occasions	of	hackmeetings	and	workshops,	for	instance.	

These	 occasions	 always	 provide	 exciting	 opportunities	 for	 the	 network	 to	 reinforce	 the	

existing	links,	and	maybe	even	forge	new	ones.		

However,	as	 it	also	emerges	 from	the	 interview	above,	 the	expansion	of	 the	network	 is	

not	of	interest	for	the	community.	As	Ippolita	pointed	out	in	our	interview:	“It	doesn’t	make	

sense	 to	 work	 on	 the	 mass	 dimension,	 but	 it	 makes	 sense	 to	 work	 to	 create	 structured	

niches	that	are	able	to	reproduce	themselves	and	pass	on	the	knowledge,	like	the	cells	do”	

(2014).	The	point	of	a	trusted	network	–	as	per	its	definition	–	is	not	to	socialise	more	but	to	

build	trustworthy	bonds	and	machines.	This	is	a	process	that	requires	time:	the	time	needed	

to	forge	trusted,	lasting	relationships	and	trusted	machines	that	correspond	to	the	needs	of	
																																																								
64	More	in	Autistici	&	Inventati	(2012)	+	Kaos:	10	anni	di	hacking	e	mediattivismo,	Milano:	Agenzia	X.	
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the	 community	 and	 of	 the	 network.	 It	 is	 also	 the	 time	 needed	 to	 make	 evaluations	 of	

trustworthiness	that	can	bring	the	collective	to	accept	a	new	member,	based	on	the	solidity	

of	 the	 relationship	 that	 links	 she/him	 to	 the	 network	 and	 the	 cause,	 and	 of	 course	 the	

expertise	 and	 the	 competencies	 that	 she/he	 can	 bring	 and	 share	 with	 the	 network.	

However,	 there	 is	 no	 formal	 process	 of	 application	 for	 new	 members	 of	 the	 collective	

because	 these	are	 “recruited”	 in	 the	process	of	 sharing	 life	experiences	 that	 create	 strong	

bonds	 between	 people.	 It	 is,	 indeed,	 not	 the	 case	 that	 many	 of	 the	 members	 joined	 the	

collective	around	the	time	of	the	events	of	the	media	centre	in	Genoa	during	the	G8	protests.	

This	was	also	a	time	when	the	centrality	of	a/i	grew	exponentially	–	even	if	involuntarily	–	

and	the	network	of	people	gravitating	around	them	expanded,	due	to	the	harsh	repression	

that	 followed	 the	 G8	 by	 the	 hand	 of	 the	 state,	 and	 the	 need	 to	 safeguard	 the	 network	 of	

trusted	people	(a/i,	2012).	

Evidently,	one	of	the	main	differences	between	a	social	network	and	a	trusted	network	is	

the	concept	of	a	temporal	dimension.	As	mentioned	above,	as	trusted	networks	are	built	and	

maintained	on	relationships	based	on	trust,	they	require	time	to	grow	and	operate,	that	is	

not	only	the	time	to	click	on	a	link	to	join	the	network.	On	the	contrary,	this	is	the	time	spent	

to	 experience	 the	 other	 and	 the	 community	 sustaining	 the	whole	 network,	 as	well	 as	 the	

time	spent	learning	the	operations,	the	etiquette,	and	the	principles	of	the	network.		

A	trusted	network	has	the	capacity	to	affect	the	mode	of	becoming	of	the	network	and	of	

the	community	of	reference.	To	recall	the	hypothesis	advanced	in	the	previous	Chapters	of	

this	 thesis,	 this	 point	 might	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 further	 example	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 the	

technological	means	has,	by	itself,	a	capacity	to	affect	processes	of	becoming	regardless	of	

the	 intentionality	 of	 human	 agency.	 Indeed,	 as	 per	 definition,	 the	 relationships	 within	 a	

trusted	network	are	dependent	upon	the	condition	of	trust	not	only	toward	the	human	but	

also	toward	the	technical	component	of	the	network.	This	process	requires	time	and	occurs	

through	 the	 sharing	 of	 experiences	 and	 values	 that	 is	 also	 caring	 about	 the	 state	 of	 the	

network	itself.	The	affects	that	emerge	while	sharing	these	experiences	mobilise	and	prompt	

the	constitution	of	the	network.	

In	 the	 case	 of	 a/i,	 for	 instance,	 these	might	 be	 among	 the	 reasons	why	 the	 network	 is	

selective	 about	 the	 requests	 to	 join.	While	 the	project	 is	 open	 for	 all	 to	 participate,	 there	

exist	material	limitations,	alongside	ideological	ones,	that	lead	to	a	sort	of	informal	selection	

of	the	requests	for	opening	accounts,	and	this	is	part	of	the	process	of	gaining	and	building	

trust	 in	 the	 building	 of	 the	 network.	 As	 of	 29	 December	 2014,	 the	 project	 manages	

approximately	 9000	 mailboxes,	 1200	 websites,	 2300	 mailing	 lists	 and	 3700	 blogs	
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(autistici/inventati,	 n.d.).	 This	 is	 how	 one	 of	 the	 members	 of	 the	 collective	 explains	 this	

point:												

 

Let's	say	that	we	try	in	our	way	to	see	if	those	who	ask	us	a	mailbox	at	least	
know	where	they’ve	ended	up,	and	know	the	reasons	that	led	us	to	set	up	the	
project.	Some	people	come	and	tell	us:	“I	need	a	second	email	address	to	sign	
up	to	social	networks”.	Well,	in	this	case	we	stop	asking	questions,	because	if	
we	are	the	secondary	email	this	means	that	we	also	become	the	repository	of	
all	the	spam	in	the	world,	and	this	would	be	detrimental	to	those	who	“need”	
us.	 Once	 it	 was	 easier	 to	 accept	 everyone	 because	 we	 used	 to	 fish	 among	
activists,	 and	 primarily	 in	 Italy.	 Lately	 we	 have	 accepted	 with	 pleasure	
requests	 from	 countries	 that	 in	 recent	 years	 have	 experienced	 revolutions,	
war	or	times	of	strong	disagreement	such	as	Egypt,	Syria,	Turkey	and	many	
more.	(Frediani,	2013) 

 

 

As	 in	 the	 case	of	 autistici/inventati,	 this	 type	of	networks	 involves	 a	process	of	sharing	

skills	and	knowledge	about	the	technical	medium	that	is	used	by	the	community,	as	Ippolita	

puts	it	in	our	interview:	“Sharing	does	not	only	apply	to	mp3	files,	photos	of	your	holidays,	

or	even	worse	of	the	occupation	–	so	that	the	police	can	easily	come	and	get	you	from	your	

bed!	–	Sharing	most	importantly	means	sharing	knowledge	and	skills”.	This	is	fundamental	

within	a	trusted	network	because	it	not	only	means	that	knowledge	and	skills	are	common	

knowledge,	but	also	 that	 these	are	passed	on	and	circulated	within	 the	network,	and	 that	

the	diversity	in	terms	of	competences	is	considered	a	resource:	

	

The	 issue	 is	 this:	 is	 there	 anybody	within	 the	network	who	 is	 vital,	 that	 is,	
without	her/him	everything	 falls	apart	because	 they	are	 the	only	ones	who	
have	 the	 technical	 knowledge?	 Well,	 if	 the	 answer	 is	 yes,	 then	 there’s	 a	
problem.	 There	 will	 always	 be	 specialisations	 and	mandates,	 that’s	 fine	 as	
long	as,	first	of	all,	these	are	shared	and	therefore	explicit,	and	secondly,	they	
are	reversible,	which	does	not	mean	they	are	interchangeable,	but	that	those	
specific	skills	can	be	learnt	from	the	other,	so	that	the	network	can	evolve	in	
a	clever	way.	(2014)	

	

This	 point	 reinforces	 the	 discussion	 around	 the	 type	 of	 relationships	 established	 in	

trusted	networks,	that	are	always	non-hierarchical	in	the	sense	that	at	any	given	moment	the	

state	of	those	relationships	can	change	to	accommodate	the	needs	of	the	community.	It	is	a	

dimension	 in	 which	 the	 mass	 is	 not	 important.	What	 counts	 is	 the	 safety	 of	 the	 various	

components	and	groups	that	will	almost	always	be	a	network,	a	network	which	is	made	up	

of	 groups	 and	 individuals.	This	 trust	 is	 not	 guaranteed	by	 a/i,	 but	by	 the	 fact	 that	people	

who	belong	to	the	network	understand	that	they	must	make	an	effort,	that	the	technical	tool	
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they	are	using	 is	not	 free,	 that	 it	requires	time	and	compromises:	“a/i	cannot	and	will	not	

guarantee	freedom,	why?	Who	would	they	be	to	guarantee	such	a	thing?	That	would	mean	

that	users	are	slaves.	I	mean,	if	I	am	the	guarantor	of	your	freedom,	that	means	that,	to	say	

the	least,	we	are	in	a	relation	of	dependence”	(Ippolita,	2014).	In	this	sense,	it	is	important	

to	look	at	how	one	of	the	members	explains	the	issue	of	safety	online,	as	this	gives	a	great	

insight	into	the	idea	of	the	structure	of	a	trusted	network:	 

 

We	do	not	keep	 sensitive	 information	 in	 the	 logs,	 so	any	 connection	 to	our	
services	appears	as	carried	out	 from	the	 local.	Our	discs	are	encrypted	and	
located	in	various	countries.	However,	over	the	years	we	have	often	pointed	
out	 that	 we	 do	 not	 guarantee	 security	 online,	 because	 this	 must	 be	
considered	 within	 specific	 scenarios	 and	 behaviors	 on	 the	 net,	 and	 the	
responsibility	of	security	must	be	taken	individually.	Moreover,	we	try	to	also	
share	the	documentation	about	the	use	of	our	services,	and	over	the	years	we	
have	 toured	 the	peninsula	 to	hold	workshops	 and	 seminars	on	 the	 subject.	
Let's	say	that	our	platform	is	rather	an	example	of	how	We	build	the	Internet	
–	 an	 old	 slogan	 of	 the	 hacker	 community	 –	 can	 go	 beyond	 the	 historical	
significance.	 For	 us	 today,	 that	 “we”	 is	 not	 just	 those	 who	 create	 the	
infrastructure	but	also	all	the	netizens.	(Frediani,	2013) 

 

 

Trust	 is	the	glue	that	keeps	together	the	community	of	users	and	the	whole	network,	in	

that	they	all	are	committed	to	the	same	values.	However,	trust	 is	a	hard	concept	to	define,	

and	it	has	been	the	subject	of	great	 interest	by	many	scholars,	particularly	 in	terms	of	the	

way	 information	 technology	has	been	 shaping	 society	 in	 the	postmodern	era.	The	 idea	of	

building	a	 trusted	network,	 therefore,	 is	 interesting	as	 it	gives	 the	chance	 to	reflect	on	 the	

relationship	 between	 the	 feeling	 of	 trust	 and	 the	 technological	means.	 Trust	 is	 a	 concept	

widely	 explored	 in	 both	 social	 sciences	 and	 computer	 sciences	 (Cofta,	 2007,	 p.	 10).	 The	

concept,	indeed,	can	be	approached	from	different	perspectives.		

Certain	 scholars	 have	 focussed	 on	 the	 important	 link	 that	 exists	 between	 the	 level	 of	

social	trust,	welfare	and	development	leading,	from	this	perspective,	to	consider	trust	as	a	

form	of	social	capital	(see	Fukuyama,	1996,	Dasgupta,	2000,	Luhmann,	1979).	However,	in	

this	thesis,	I	will	consider	the	concept	of	trust	as	specifically	related	to	the	idea	of	network	

and	 to	 the	 technological	means	 that	 involves	 a	 specific	 belief	 in	 the	 competencies	 of	 the	

people	who	are	part	of	the	trusted	network.	It	can	be	argued	that	in	the	example	of	a/i,	trust	

is	built	by	developing	relationships	on	the	basis	of	a	common	understanding	and	sharing	of	

values	 such	 as	 anti-capitalism,	 anti-sexism,	 anti-fascism,	 anti-racism	 and	mutual	 support,	

but	 also	 in	 the	 belief	 in	 the	 technical	 competences	 of	 some	 of	 the	 members,	 and	 their	

willingness	 to	 share	 the	knowledge.	Evidently,	 there	exists	different	 levels	of	 trust	among	
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the	 nodes	 of	 the	 network	 who	 share	more	 or	 less	 the	 same	 concerns	 for	 issues	 such	 as	

digital	security	and	implement	the	same	codes	and	technical	tools.	This	can	be	explained	by	

looking	at	the	concept	of	 trust	as	encapsulated	interest.	Russell	Hardin	defines	this	type	of	

relationship	that	involves	trust	as	encapsulated	interest	in	this	way:	 

 

I	trust	you	because	I	think	it	is	in	your	interest	to	attend	to	my	interest	in	the	
relevant	 matter.	 This	 is	 not	 merely	 to	 say	 that	 you	 and	 I	 have	 the	 same	
interest.	 Rather,	 it	 is	 to	 say	 that	 you	 have	 an	 interest	 in	 attending	 to	my	
interest	 because,	 typically,	 you	 want	 our	 relationship	 to	 continue.	 At	 a	
minimum,	 you	 may	 want	 our	 relationship	 to	 continue	 because	 it	 is	
economically	 beneficial	 to	 you	 [...].	 In	 richer	 cases,	 you	 may	 want	 our	
relationship	to	continue	and	not	to	be	damaged	by	your	failure	to	 fulfill	my	
trust	 because	 you	 value	 the	 relationship	 for	 many	 reasons,	 including	 non-
material	reasons.	(2002,	p.	4) 

 

 

In	the	specific	case	of	trusted	networks,	we	want	to	look	at	the	idea	of	trust	as	involving	

something	more	than	merely	rational	expectations	based	on	self-interest.	This	“something	

more”	is	not	the	mere	rational	expectation	that,	for	instance,	a	user	on	Facebook	has	toward	

the	company	by	virtue	of	 the	agreement	that	they	have	stipulated.	 It	stems	instead	by	the	

sharing	 of	 experiences	 of	 life	 and	 the	 collaboration	 to	 something	 that	 matters	 to	 every	

individual	 member	 of	 the	 collective:	 the	 network	 itself.	 This	 “something	 more”	 can	 be	

considered	as	 the	condition	of	existence	of	trusted	networks,	and	possibly	one	of	 the	most	

important	features	that	differentiates	them	from	social	networks.	The	discussion	around	the	

kind	of	 ties	 that	 constitute	 the	 structure	 of	 the	network	 are	 important	 to	 understand	 the	

differences	between	the	types	of	networks	that	we	are	looking	at.		

It	is	evident	that	the	example	of	the	trusted	network	we	are	analysing	–autistici/inventati	

–	is	constituted	by	two	main	parts	that	are	characterised	by	different	degrees	of	density	of	

relations.	One	part	is	constituted	by	the	collective	a/i	itself	with	a	greater	density	due	to	a	

high	 level	 of	 trust	 existing	 among	 its	 members,	 and	 the	 other	 made	 up	 by	 the	 larger	

community	that	gravitates	around	the	project	and	helps	the	project	in	different	capacities	to	

remain	online	and	alive.	The	network	is,	therefore,	constituted	by	a	mix	of	strong	and	weak	

ties	that	are	equally	important	for	the	operation	of	the	whole	network.	Indeed,	strong	and	

dense	ties	are:	

	

[A]t	the	heart	of	community,	social	support,	and	high	visibility	[that	allows]	
people	in	a	network	to	see	what	others	are	doing	and	monitor	and	sanction	
their	behaviour.	[...]	The	greater	the	density,	the	more	likely	is	a	network	to	
be	 considered	 a	 cohesive	 community,	 a	 source	 of	 social	 support,	 and	 an	
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effective	transmitter.	(Kadushin,	2012,	p.	29)	
	

	

Weak	 ties	 are	 equally	 important	 in	 that	 they	 operate	 as	 bridges	 through	 which	

information	about	the	network	flows	into	the	network.	These	flows	are	somehow	important	

for	its	operation	and	for	the	community	of	reference	(Kadushin,	2012,	p.31).	However,	in	no	

case	are	we	ever	in	the	situation	of	the	kind	provider-user	as	in	the	classical	sense.	A	trusted	

network	 depends	 on	 the	 support	 and	 contribution	 of	 the	 whole	 network	 and	 the	

contribution	can	be	of	different	types	and	can	come	at	different	levels.		

In	terms	of	trust,	it	could	be	possible	to	look	at	this	point	following	the	words	of	Hardin:	

“Members	of	a	small	community	may	never	develop	a	sense	of	reciprocal	trust	[...],	however	

they	could	all	or	almost	all	develop	trustworthy	behavior”	(2002,	p.	185).	Relationships	of	

trust,	 indeed,	 are	 developed	 in	 the	 case	 of	 trusted	 networks,	 thanks	 to	 trustworthy	

behaviours.	 Some	of	 these	behaviours	 are,	 for	 instance:	 the	 simple	mindful	use	of	 limited	

server	space	to	guarantee	that	each	user	has	a	fair	share	of	space	on	the	servers	(because	

we	 are	 not	 dealing	 with	 organisation	 like	 Facebook	 that	 owns	 server	 farms);	 or	 the	

contribution	of	technical	and	non-technical	skills;	or	sharing	the	band	and	host	servers	for	

the	network;	helping	with	 the	 administration	of	 servers;	 organising	 fundraising	 events	 to	

help	 the	 project;	 and	 lastly,	 contributing	 financially	 to	 support	 the	 network	

(autistici/inventati,	 n.d.).	 In	 a	 nutshell,	 one	 of	 the	 main	 features	 of	 a	 trusted	 network	 is	

caring	about	the	technical	tool	that	is	used	and,	most	importantly,	being	committed	to	it.		

The	 technical	 tool	and	 the	expertise	 that	 is	shared	around	 its	operationality	becomes	a	

common	good	depending	not	only	on	the	strong	ties	–	the	work	of	the	technical	crew	–	but	

also	 on	 the	 support	 and	 the	 interest	 of	 the	 weaker	 ties	 –	 the	 community	 of	

users/contributors/supporters.	 Commitment	 matters	 because	 this	 means	 that	 the	 whole	

community	relies	on	the	fact	that	the	members	have	the	interests	of	the	network	at	heart.	

Drawing	on	Geert	Lovink	and	his	critique	of	social	media,	it	can	be	argued	that	these	are	all	

the	 opposite	 of	 “networks	 without	 a	 cause”,	 such	 as	 corporate	 social	 networking	 sites	

(2011).	Rather,	these	activist	sites	are	born	and	developed	from	a	specific	desire	and	to	help	

specific	 causes,	 and	 the	 reasons	 are	 clear	 and	 visible	 to	 the	 whole	 community	 of	 users-

providers-contributors-supporters.		

The	 complexity	 of	 the	 relationships	 established	 in	 a	 trusted	network	 and	 its	 structure,	

makes	 it	 different	 from	 the	 egocentric	 social	networks	described	earlier.	 In	 fact,	 a	 trusted	

network	relies	on	a	self-sustained	and	self-managed	structure	that	depends	on	the	complex	

interdependence	 of	 strong	 and	weak	 ties,	while	 being	 different	 from	 the	 sort	 of	 situation	
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where	a	network	presents	what	in	social	network	analysis	is	called	a	structural	hole	(which	

is	 exactly	 what	 Ippolita	 talked	 about	 in	 their	 interview).	 A	 structural	 hole	 is	 a	 situation	

within	a	network	where,	for	whatever	reason,	a	main	node	guarantees	the	connection	of	all	

other	 nodes;	 without	 that	 particular	 node,	 the	 others	 would	 have	 no	 connection	 to	 each	

other	 (Kadushin,	 2012,	 p.	 30).	 This	 can	 be	 considered	 a	 condition	 of	 existence	 for	 any	

corporate	 social	 network.	 For	 trusted	 networks,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 this	 is	 impossible	

because	there	is	no	central	node	that	fulfills	or	underpins	the	network’s	operations.	In	fact,	

one	of	the	focuses	of	trusted	networks	is	cooperation	because	it	is	the	commitment	of	all,	at	

different	levels	and	in	different	capacities,	that	ensures	the	success	of	the	technical	network	

as	a	whole.	This	is	possible,	among	other	reasons,	thanks	to	the	small-scale	structure	of	the	

network	that	ensures	the	possibility	of	building	more	or	less	thick	relationships	among	the	

members.		

In	fact,	the	issue	of	scale	can	be	considered	another	of	the	main	points	that	differentiate	

trusted	networks	from	corporate	social	networks.	The	small-scale	structure	is	a	feature	that	

the	 network	 wants	 to	 maintain	 because	 this	 is	 one	 of	 the	 resources	 and	 one	 of	 the	

conditions	of	the	possibility	of	trust.	This	is	also	the	reason	why	the	mass	dimension	is	not	

important	 for	 these	 kinds	 of	 projects.	 Small	 and	 self-managed	 communities	 are	 self-

governed	by	norms	of	cooperativeness	that	govern	many	behaviours	and	are	enforced	at	a	

communal	 level	 and	 not	 in	 a	 reciprocal	 one-on-one	 relationship.	 This	means	 that	 within	

small-scale	networks	norms	are	not	 reciprocal	 but	universal,	 and	 if	 they	 are	 violated,	 the	

community/network	 itself	 responds	 to	 these	 the	 behaviors,	 withdraws	 help,	 or	 makes	

continued	life	in	the	network	hard	for	the	violator	(Hardin,	2002,	p.	184).	

Furthermore,	it	is	important	to	draw	attention	to	the	aspect	of	trust	related	to	technology	

as,	 per	 its	 definition,	 one	 of	 the	 main	 components	 of	 a	 trusted	 network	 is	 trustworthy	

machines.	We	 live	 in	a	highly	 technologically	mediated	world	and	the	way	technology	has	

reshaped	 society,	 especially	 through	a	 sense	of	 community,	 has	been	of	 great	 interest	 for	

many	scholars.65	Yet,	how	should	we	define	 trustworthy	machines?	What	are	 trustworthy	

machines?	What	makes	them	trustworthy?	In	order	to	answer	these	questions,	we	can	start	

by	looking	at	two	types	of	trust,	human	trust	(that	I	have	described	above)	and	digital	trust,	

																																																								
65	See,	 among	others,	Rheingold,	H.	 (1993)	The	Virtual	Community:	Homesteading	on	the	Electronic	Frontier,	 Poster,	M.	 (1990)	The	

Mode	 of	 Information:	 Poststructuralism	 and	 Social	 Contexts	 and	 (1995)	 The	 Second	Media	 Age,	 Feenberg,	 A.	 &	 Barney,	 D.	 eds	 (2004)	

Community	in	the	Digital	Age:	Philosophy	and	Practice,	Turkle,	S.	 (2011)	Alone	Together:	why	we	expect	more	from	technology	than	from	

each	other.	
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that	refers	to	the	management	of	digital	systems	(Cofta,	2007,	p.	123).	These	share	several	

features	 in	 common,	 but	 also	 some	dissimilarities.	Digital	trust,	 indeed,	 can	be	defined	 as	

objective	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 is	 programmable	 and	 it	 can	 be	 observed	 through	 the	 code.	

Furthermore,	while	human	trust	assumes	the	best	effort	of	the	trustee	without	setting	exact	

expectations,	digital	trust	relates	to	the	fulfilment	of	expectations.	While	a	breach	of	human	

trust	 is	 caused	 by	 the	 disbelief	 that	 the	 best	 effort	 was	 tried,	 breach	 of	 digital	 trust	 is,	

instead,	 the	 result	 of	 not	 meeting	 expectations	 (Cofta,	 2007,	 p.	 124).	 Trust	 can,	 then,	 be	

attributed	to	technology.		

Taking	 the	example	of	a/i,	 the	kind	of	 technology	 involved	 in	 the	process	of	building	a	

trusted	network	 can	be	trusted	on	various	 levels	 in	this	case.	For	 instance,	 the	trust	 in	the	

technology	being	used	might	be	perceived	as	the	representation	of	trust	in	the	human	actors	

who	have	designed,	created	and	operate	behind	that	technology.	However,	digital	 trust,	 in	

this	 case,	 can	 also	 be	 interpreted	 as	 confidence	 in	 the	 features	 of	 privacy,	 security,	 and	

anonymity	 guaranteed	 by	 the	 technological	 artefact,	 and	 therefore	 directed	 to	 its	 actual	

material,	 non-organic	 characteristics.	 This	 is	 implemented	 by	 the	 use	 of	 a	 variety	 of	

technical	tools,	starting	from	not	storing	passwords	or	any	sensitive	information,	to	offering	

anonymity	and	privacy	friendly	services.	For	these	exact	reasons,	digital	trust	is	reinforced	

by	 the	 awareness	 that	 the	 type	 of	 technology	 in	 a	 trusted	 network	 is	 not	 used	 for	 the	

purposes	of	control	or	data	mining,	but	to	satisfy	the	needs	of	 the	community.	Aside	from	

purely	technical	features,	I	argue	that	these	machines	are	trusted	because	they	congeal	the	

affects	 at	 work	 in	 creating	 trusted	 networks.	 Hope,	 collaboration,	 trust	 –	 even	 pain	 and	

paranoia	–	circulate	between	space,	time,	technology	and	community;	they	penetrate	them.	

Trust	invested	within	the	whole	affective	arrangement	that	is	produced,	and	machines	are	

trusted	because	the	collectivity	knows	that	they	will	work,	because	they	also	trust	the	space	

and	the	people	that	make	this	process	happen.			

The	experience	of	a/i	as	an	example	of	a	trusted	network	is	to	be	considered	meaningful	

in	 a	 time	 when	 the	 proliferation	 of	 large	 scale	 technologies	 that	 simulate	 the	 idea	 of	

community,	 in	 fact,	 profit	 from	 this	 spectacle.	 The	 logic	 of	 gigantism	 that	 generates	 these	

techno-corporations	is	at	best	questionable,	and	often	ruinous	on	many	levels.	 Indeed,	the	

link	 between	 size	 and	 innovation	 has	 been	 questioned	 numerous	 times.	 For	 instance,	 in	

1966	Paul	Baran	and	Paul	Sweezy	in	their	work	on	American	economy	observe	that:		

 

[W]hen	 a	 new	 industry	 or	 field	 of	 operation	 is	 being	 opened	 up,	 the	 big	
corporation	 tends	 to	 hold	 back	 deliberately	 and	 to	 allow	 individual	
entrepreneurs	or	small	businesses	to	do	the	vital	pioneering	work.	Many	fail	
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and	 drop	 out	 of	 the	 picture,	 but	 those	 which	 succeed	 trace	 out	 the	 most	
promising	lines	of	development	for	the	future	(p.	49).66	 

 

 

Furthermore,	 looking	specifically	at	the	field	of	computers,	we	should	be	reminded	that	

the	 first	 home	 computer	was,	 in	 fact,	 realised	 by	 the	Homebrew	 Computer	 Club	 in	 Steve	

Job’s	 garage	 (Soderberg,	 2008,	 p.17).	 Gigantism	 is	 a	 parasitic	 logic	 that	 does	 not	 drive	

technological	 innovation.	 In	 this	 lies	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 contributions	 of	 trusted	

networks	 to	 the	 process	 of	 social	 change.	 The	 small-scale	 dimension	 of	 trusted	 networks	

allows	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 architecture	 of	 a	 network	 system	 that	 is	 perceived	 as	

trustworthy.	 It	 is	a	process	of	 co-determination	where	 trust	 in	 the	human	and	nonhuman	

components	of	the	network	determine	the	actual	architecture	of	the	system.	In	small	scale	

organisations	 people	 are	 better	 able	 to	 take	 care	 of	 their	 own	 resources	 and	 to	 produce	

human	scale	technologies.	As	Schumacher	has	pointed	out,	we	do	not	need	mass	production,	

but	 production	 by	 the	 masses	 (1973).	 For	 these	 reasons,	 an	 alternative	 model	 to	 social	

networks	can	never	be	another	social	network	 (this	 is	arguably	 the	case	of	 the	Five	Stars	

Movement)	because	this	emerges	from	a	different	 logic	of	production.	 In	closing,	 it	can	be	

argued	 that	while	 large	 scale	 logics	 of	 production	 generate	 technologies	 of	 control,	 small	

scale	economies	give	birth	to	emancipatory	technologies.			

	

Conclusion 

 
In	this	Chapter	I	have	 looked	at	how	activist	groups	 in	Italy	use	corporate	social	media	

for	political	 activism.	Throughout	 the	analysis	of	 conversations	 collected	 in	my	 fieldwork,	

the	participants	interviewed	have	expressed	clear	political	positions	around	the	practice	of	

communication	and	counter-information	with	regard	to	the	use	of	corporate	social	media,	

focusing	on	social	networks	in	particular.		 

A	diverse	picture	has	emerged.	In	the	first	place,	the	grassroots	groups	investigated	have	

a	 general	 critical	 attitude	 toward	 such	 media	 for	 the	 obvious	 capitalist	 nature	 of	 their	

project,	and	a	solid	knowledge	of	 the	 technological	design	of	 these	applications.	However,	

some	groups	insist	on	the	inevitability	of	using	these	media	as	outreach	platforms.	A	strong	

emphasis	 on	 the	 possibility	 of	 reaching	 a	 wider	 audience	 has	 emerged	 from	 some	

interviews.	It	then	follows	that	some	groups	have	a	perception	that	contemporary	corporate	

																																																								
66	See	also	Jewkes,	J.	Sawers,	D.	Stillerman,	R.	(1958)	The	Sources	of	Invention,	London:	MacMillan	&	Co	Ltd.	
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social	media	 have	 now	become	 the	 new	mass	media	 as	 Tiziana	 Terranova	 has	 suggested	

(2013),	and	therefore	bear	the	promise	(or	the	illusion)	of	broadcasting.		

Following	 this	 lead,	 I	have	 then	developed	a	critical	argument	around	 these	 theoretical	

and	 practical	 assumptions,	 drawing	 on	 relevant	 existing	 literature.	 Furthermore,	 I	 have	

discussed	other	possibilities	to	engage	critically	with	these	platforms	that	involve	a	“hands	

on”	type	of	approach	such	as	hacking	social	networks	and	designing	alternatives	to	them.		

To	conclude,	following	the	collective	Ippolita,	I	introduced	the	concept	of	trusted	network	

as	 an	 alternative	 to	 the	dominant	model	 of	 social	 network,	 offering	 the	 experience	of	 the	

collective	 autistici/inventati	 as	 an	 existing	 example.	 In	 looking	 at	 this	 example,	 I	 have	

analysed	 the	 features	of	a	 trusted	network,	 and	how	thi	 is	 fundamental	 for	 the	creation	of	

moments	of	becoming-common.	 In	doing	so,	I	have	looked	more	in	detail	at	the	concept	of	

network	in	order	to	describe	the	type	of	relationships	between	the	nodes	that	constitute	a	

trusted	 network,	 and	 at	 the	 concepts	 of	 human	 and	 digital	 trust	 that	 are	 fundamental	

components	of	the	structure.	The	example	of	trusted	networks	can	be	considered	as	a	valid	

contribution	to	the	process	of	social	change	toward	a	commons-based	society.	The	small	size	

of	these	kinds	of	projects,	 indeed,	offers	the	possibility	of	production	of	a	different	kind	of	

technology	designed	“as	if	people	mattered”	(Schumacher,	1973).		 
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CONCLUSION:	Future	directions:	politics,	technologies,	methods	
 

Many	years	of	attempting	to	be	an	anarchist	propagandist	have	convinced	me	that	we	
win	 over	 our	 fellow	 citizens	 to	 anarchist	 ideas,	 precisely	 through	 drawing	 upon	 the	
common	 experience	 of	 the	 informal,	 transient,	 self-organising	 networks	 of	
relationships	 that	 in	 fact	make	 the	 human	 community	 possible,	 rather	 than	 through	
the	rejection	of	the	existing	society	as	a	whole	in	favour	of	some	future	society	where	
some	different	kind	of	humanity	will	live	in	perfect	harmony	(Colin	Ward,	1996,	p.	8). 
 
A	 free	 society	 cannot	be	 the	 substitution	of	 a	 “new	order”	 for	 the	old	order;	 it	 is	 the	
extension	 of	 spheres	 of	 free	 action	 until	 they	 make	 up	 most	 of	 social	 life	 (Paul	
Goodman,	May	1945). 

 

 

In	 this	 conclusive	 Chapter,	 I	 outline	 the	 main	 theoretical	 fields	 to	 which	 this	 work	

contributes	to	and	highlight	the	areas	of	interest	and	theoretical	approaches	that	could	help	

the	understanding	of	 the	 relationship	between	 technology,	 society	and	culture	on	which	 I	

have	only	touched.	 

This	thesis	has	focused	on	technology	and	how	it	can	be	used	as	a	tool	for	domination,	or	

for	emancipation.	Through	my	case-study	of	activists	in	contemporary	Italy	I	have	provided	

examples	 how	 technology	 can	 be	 used	 for	 emancipation.	 Here,	 I	 will	 further	 clarify	 the	

theoretical,	 political	 and	 cultural	 reasons	 for	 advocating	 for	 the	 need	 of	 emancipatory	

technologies.	Hence,	following	the	discourse	around	the	emergence	of	community	and	DIY	

technologies	 outlined	 in	 the	 previous	 Chapters,	 I	 will	 clarify	 how	 their	 capacity	 to	 affect	

moments	of	becoming-common	and	the	process	of	production	of	 the	commons	contributes	

to	building	a	capacity	for	resistance.	The	enactment	of	the	practice	of	the	commons	allows	us	

to	 envisage	 a	 new	 social	 order	 and	 helps	 us	 to	 imagine	 a	 future	 society	 based	 on	 these	

practices.		

Following	this	idea,	I	suggest	possible	research	areas	that	could	be	enriched	by	studies	on	

technology	and	society.	Among	others,	I	have	identified	posthumanism	and	ecology	as	two	

critical	 perspectives	 that	 can	 offer	 interesting	 insights	 into	 the	 politics	 of	 technology	 in	

relation	to	the	broader	nonhuman	–	organic	and	nonorganic	–	environment.	To	conclude,	I	

will	explain	how	this	study	has	challenged	 the	 idea	of	methods	and	methodologies	within	

academic	 accounts	 and	how	 it	participates	 in	 similar	 research	pursuits	 that	 strive	 to	 give	

visibility	 and	 meaning	 to	 experiences	 of	 resistance	 within	 the	 framework	 of	 the	

contemporary	neoliberal	university.								
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The politics of technology for the commons 
 
Technology	 is	 a	 fundamental	 aspect	 of	 human	 history.	 However,	 there	 exist	 different	

perspectives	 in	 the	 relevant	 scholarly	 literature	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	

technologies	 throughout	 history,	 as	 well	 as	 about	 the	 choices	 made	 among	 competing	

techniques	 for	 attaining	 the	 same	 end	 (Society	 for	 the	 History	 of	 Technology,	 n.d.).	 By	

looking	at	specific	types	of	technologies	emerging	from	a	particular	socio-cultural	context,	

this	 thesis	 hopes	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 debate	 about	 diverse	 routes	 for	 developing	

technologies.		 

As	 I	 have	 outlined	 in	 the	 previous	 Chapters	 of	 this	 work,	 the	 theoretical	 argument	

elaborated	on	and	underpinning	the	concept	of	technology	here	is	twofold.	It	involves	both	

a	consideration	of	the	nonhuman	characteristics	of	the	technical	media	as	bearing	a	capacity	

to	affect	processes	of	 becoming	of	 individuals,	 groups	 and	organisations	 and,	 at	 the	 same	

time,	it	considers	the	political,	cultural,	and	social	factors	that	determine	the	emergence	of	

specific	 types	 of	 technology.	 It	 then	 follows	 that	 technology	 has	 only	 a	 certain	 degree	 of	

autonomy	and	that	it	is	not	neutral:	rather,	it	is	embedded	within	affective	experiences,	and	

within	contexts	and	circumstances	that	often	involve	disputes	over	political	power.	This	last	

one,	is	a	pivotal	point	of	my	argument,	which	aims	at	clarifying	the	fact	that	technology	does	

not	 advance	 according	 to	 its	 own	 internal	 logic,	 and	 that	 the	 dominant	 technological	

apparatus	of	ideology	and	machines	can,	indeed,	be	questioned	and	challenged.		

Current	 technologies	 are	 the	 product	 of	 a	 precise	 logic	 of	 production	 and	 of	 specific	

political	 choices	 that	 are	 often	 concealed	 behind	 rhetorics	 of	 allegedly	 unstoppable	

technological	 progress.	 Today’s	 technological	 development	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	

progressive	 exhaustion	 of	 the	 very	 natural	 and	 human	 resources	 it	 needs	 to	 survive.	 As	

Colin	Ward	points	out:		

 

It	 is	 as	 though	 every	 individual	 possessed	 a	 certain	 quantity	 of	 power,	 but	
that	 by	 default,	 negligence,	 or	 thoughtless	 and	 unimaginative	 habit	 or	
conditioning,	 he	 has	 allowed	 someone	 else	 to	 pick	 it	 up,	 rather	 than	 use	 it	
himself	for	his	own	purpose.	(According	to	Kenneth	Boulding,	there	is	only	so	
much	human	energy	around.	When	 large	organisations	utilise	 these	energy	
resources,	they	are	drained	away	from	the	other	spheres).	(1996,	p.	23) 

 

 

In	 the	 case	 of	 social	 technologies	 like	 the	 corporate	 social	 web,	 for	 instance,	 the	 very	

feature	 of	 sociality	 and	 collaboration	 follows	 an	 algorithm	 that	 hinges	 on	 a	 logic	 of	

exploitation	for	economic	profit,	deteriorating	the	social	fabric	and	collaborative	resources	
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that	keep	them	functional,	as	I	discussed	in	Chapter	Five.67	Collaboration	and	cooperation,	

in	this	way,	are	not	mobilised	for	a	common	cause;	production	is	only	important	for	the	sake	

of	 profit.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 I	 propose	 a	 different	 model	 of	 socialisation	 through	 digital	

technology	by	presenting	the	case	for	trusted	networks	(Ippolita,	2015).	

In	 fact,	 one	 of	 the	main	 purposes	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 to	 advocate	 for	 a	 different	model	 of	

sociality	 and	production	 that	 can	 foster	 the	emergence	of	 alternative	 types	of	 technology,	

such	as	wireless	community	networks	like	Ninux,	or	privacy	friendly	software	like	Freepto	

and	 Tails.	 The	 critique	 in	 this	 work	 does	 not	 address	 the	 question	 of	 the	 usefulness	 of	

technology	 for	 society,	 but	 of	 the	 current	 corporate	 organisation	 of	 the	 productive	 and	

political	forces	behind	the	emergence	of	specific	types	of	technology.	The	critique	advanced	

in	 this	 thesis	 is	 addressed	 to	 a	 model	 of	 technological	 development	 that	 encourages	 the	

growth	of	techno-corporations	beyond	a	size	that	does	not	allow	them	to	be	controlled	by	

the	people	they	most	affect.		

In	 the	 previous	 Chapters,	 I	 talked	 about	 examples	 of	 technologies	 developed	 by	

grassroots	 activist	 groups	 in	 Italy	 such	 as	 wireless	 community	 networks	 and	 privacy	

friendly	technologies	for	the	construction	of	safe	spaces	for	the	development	of	practices	of	

the	 commons,	 and	 DIY	 technologies	 for	 the	 conservation	 of	 community-based	 memory	

projects,	aiming	at	the	construction	of	so	called	trusted	networks.	These	types	of	technology	

strive	towards	the	construction	of	human	scale	communities,	as	well	as	at	fulfilling	concrete	

needs	emerging	from	the	support	networks	that	appear	around	them.	They	are,	so	to	speak,	

technologies	with	a	human	face	that,	at	the	same	time,	emerge	from	a	consideration	of	the	

broader	nonhuman	conditions	of	possibility.	These	 can	be	 called	 soft	technologies,	 as	Karl	

Hess	names	them	in	his	work	Community	Technology	(1975);	that	is,	they	are	technologies	

that	are	physically	contained	in	the	community	so	that	people	themselves	can	decide	their	

impact,	 and	 that	 do	 not	 place	 stress	 on	 the	 environment:	 they	 are	 frugal	 in	 their	 use	 of	

resources	and	decentralising	in	their	social	impact	(Wade,	1975).	These	types	of	technology,	

																																																								
67	See	 Berardi,	 F.	 (2009)	 Precarious	 Rhapsody:	 Semiocapitalism	 and	 the	 Pathologies	 of	 the	 Post-Alpha	 Generation,	 London:	 Minor	

Composition,	and	Dean,	J.	(2009)	Democracy	and	Other	Neoliberal	Fantasies:	Communicative	Capitalism	&	Left	Politics,	Durham	&	London:	

Duke	University	Press,	and	Bollmer,	G.	 (2016)	Inhuman	Networks:	Social	Media	and	the	Archeology	of	Connection,	London:	Bloomsbury	

Publishing.	
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similar	 to	 those	 I	 have	 been	 describing	 in	 my	 work,	 have	 a	 potential	 to	 alter	 social	

consciousness	 and	 human	 sensibility	 as	 well	 as	 technical	 practice.	 Although	 it	 may	 be	

argued	 that	 they	 are	 not	 completely	 independent	 from	 the	 global	 corporate	 flows	 of	

resources,	the	technologies	that	have	been	investigated	can	still	be	considered	as	one	of	the	

many	ways	to	try	to	achieve	collaboration	in	the	community	(Bookchin,	1977,	p.79).	I	have	

described	these	moments	of	collaboration	as	moments	of	becoming-common.		

Within	such	decentralised	communities,	technologies	can	be	tailored	to	the	actual	needs	

of	the	members	and	a	new	sensibility	towards	common	issues	has	the	potential	to	gradually	

develop.	The	main	purpose	of	presenting	a	variety	of	alternative	technologies	in	my	thesis	

works	 toward	 a	 broader	 critique	 of	 the	 centralised	 economic	 logic	 currently	 behind	 the	

cooperative	 dynamics	 of	 production	 of	 the	 commons	 on	 the	 net.	 To	 be	more	 precise,	 the	

critique	 extends	 to	 the	model	 of	 online	mass	 collaboration,	 once	 demonised	 and	 now	 so	

praised	by	Internet	corporations	that	are	exemplified	by	the	well-known	Wikipedia.	Social	

technologies	like	Wikipedia	are	as	much	a	target	of	my	critique	as	others	already	mentioned	

in	 this	 work	 such	 as	 Facebook,	 Google	 et	 similia.	 In	 fact,	 despite	 the	 differences	 –	 for	

instance	 in	 the	 funding	 modalities	 and	 in	 non-profit	 oriented	 attitude	 toward	 volunteer	

participation	 –	 Wikipedia's	 modus	 operandi	 still	 recalls	 that	 of	 the	 giant	 Internet	

corporations.	This	is	the	logic	of	accumulation	that	does	not	know	limits,	large	numbers,	and	

the	power	of	the	masses:	 it	 is	a	 logic	aspiring	to	hegemony	and	to	achieve	higher	levels	of	

consensus	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Five	(Ippolita,	2015,	p.	331).	 

The	 contribution	 my	 work	 makes	 revolves	 around	 the	 proposition	 of	 an	 alternative	

model	of	organisation	of	production	and	a	resistant	political	conception	of	alternative	forms	

of	governance	from	which	appropriate	technologies	could	emerge.	This	model	relies	on	the	

re-organisation	 of	 mass	 production	 in	 human	 scale	 communities,	 on	 the	 development	 of	

local	 and	 diversified	 communities,	 and	 on	 a	 logic	 of	 recycling	 –	 one	which	 considers	 the	

limits	of	the	resources	available	–	rather	than	accumulation.68	Technology	can,	indeed,	serve	

human	activity	effectively	when	its	control	is	transferred	to	the	community	rather	than	left	

to	corporate	experts,	and	when	the	structure	of	the	technology	itself	is	both	distributive	and	

participatory.	This	is,	for	instance,	the	case	for	wireless	community	networks	such	as	Ninux	

and	 of	 trusted	 networks,	 as	 I	 explained	 in	 the	 previous	 pages.	 This	 would	 allow	 the	
																																																								
68	Data	centers	need	numerous	auxiliary	systems	including	storage	devices,	power	supplies,	and	cooling	systems.	In	2010,	over	10%	

of	electricity	in	the	U.S.	was	due	to	computer	and	IT	equipment	usage.	At	the	current	rate	we	are	going,	analysts	and	experts	figure	that	

10%	of	 the	world's	power	bill	will	be	spent	on	running	computers.	 In:	Lee,	 J.	 (Dec.	2012)	Energy	Usage	of	Server	Farms,	 Submitted	as	

coursework	for	Stanford	University,	available	at:	http://large.stanford.edu/courses/2012/ph240/lee1/	
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community	to	make	decisions	about	the	design	and	purposes	of	the	technology	they	need,	

and	each	member	of	 the	 community	 to	have	 free	access	 to	 the	 tools	 required.	These	new	

types	 of	 tools,	 in	 return,	 might	 provide	 new	 options	 for	 different	 models	 of	 governance.	

Indeed,	as	Ivan	Illich	states: 

 

Tools	 are	 intrinsic	 to	 social	 relationships.	 An	 individual	 relates	 himself	 in	
action	to	his	society	through	the	use	of	tools	that	he	actively	masters,	or	by	
which	he	is	passively	acted	upon.	To	the	degree	that	he	masters	his	tools,	he	
can	invest	the	world	with	his	meaning;	to	the	degree	that	he	is	mastered	by	
his	tools,	the	shape	of	the	tool	determines	his	own	self-image.	(1973,	p.	34)	 

 

 

For	such	alternative	forms	of	commonality	to	emerge	where	people	can	actively	control	

the	tools	that	they	use,	another	dimension	must	be	considered.	The	dimension	of	the	mass	

will	 always	 be	 counter-productive	 in	 this	 sense,	 as	 it	 does	 not	 lend	 itself	 to	 dynamics	 of	

horizontal	and	direct	control	over	the	resources	of	production	and	tools.	Wikipedia	might,	

again,	be	a	good	example.	In	fact,	 its	ethos	officially	follows	principles	of	horizontality	and	

non-hierarchy,	 and	 access	 to	 positions	 of	 responsibility	 are,	 theoretically,	 open	 to	 all.	

However,	in	practice	it	has	developed	a	sort	of	parahierarchical	structure	likely	related	to	its	

increasing	 bureaucratisation	 (Jemielniak,	 2014,	 p.	 32).	 The	 idea	 of	 the	 “wisdom	 of	 the	

crowd”	as	described	by	Surowiecki	(2004)	is	evidently	questionable:	it	is	the	logic	that	large	

and	 diverse	 groups	 will	 produce	 better	 outcomes,	 or	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Wikipedia,	 greater	

knowledge,	greater	than	the	knowledge	of	a	single	expert.			

Knowledge	 is,	 first	 and	 foremost,	 a	 process	 and	 as	 such	 it	 is,	 and	 has	 always	 been,	

collaborative	long	before	the	so-called	social	web	was	designed.	There	is	certainly	a	need	to	

question	experts;	however,	this	does	not	need	the	intervention	of	supposedly	wise	crowds.	

First	 of	 all,	 it	 is	 the	 authority	 of	 the	expert	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 questioned.	 The	 idea	 that	 by	

virtue	 of	 their	 skills,	 training,	 experience	 or	 profession,	 their	 statements	 are	 untouchable	

and	unquestionable	needs	to	be	challenged	(Martin,	1991,	p.	5).	Therefore,	 it	 is	the	power	

that	experts	–	and	the	whole	endorsing	apparatus	of	knowledge	production	around	them	–	

are	able	to	exercise	through	the	monopoly	on	knowledge	that	needs	to	be	challenged.		

In	the	case	of	technology,	this	dynamic	is	particularly	evident	in	the	way	people	delegate	

to	 technology	 experts	 the	 management	 of	 their	 data,	 for	 instance,	 because	 technological	

knowledge	is	so	specialised	and	esoteric	that	it	is	not	made	accessible.	It	is	a	knowledge	that	

is	not	at	the	service	of	all,	but	at	the	service	of	the	elites	(Martin,	1991,	p.	6).	This	is	the	case,	

for	 instance,	 of	 the	 so-called	 “Californian	 ideology”	 (Barbrook	 and	 Cameron,	 1995).	 This	
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ideology,	 elaborated	 by	members	 of	 the	 enterpreneurial	 elite	 based	 in	 the	 Silicon	 Valley,	

mixes	ideas	from	the	political	left	and	right	(libertarian,	but	pro-government)	with	a	belief	

in	 hopeful	 technological	 determinism	 or	 techno-utopianism.	 The	 idea	 that	 advances	 in	

technology	 can	 bring	 about	 a	 better	 future,	 leads	 to	 the	 belief	 in	 technology	 experts.	 The	

common	production	of	technologies	also	encourages	processes	of	sharing	of	knowledge	and	

skills,	as	I	have	mentioned	in	the	last	Chapter,	describing	the	example	of	trusted	networks.	

Questioning	 the	experts	and	encouraging	people	 to	 think	 freely	 is,	 indeed,	part	of	a	wider	

strategy	for	changing	practices	of	sociality	and	processes	of	becoming.		

The	knowledge	and	skills	employed	to	design	machines	must	not	just	be	shared	but,	most	

importantly,	they	need	to	be	explained	and	transferrable.	As	Ippolita	points	out,	the	logic	of	

radical	transparency	must	be	reversed:	it	is	not	the	individual	that	needs	to	be	transparent	

to	the	technology	but	the	technology	that	needs	to	be	transparent	to	the	individual	(2015,	p.	

360).	 The	 process	 of	making	 knowledge	 transparent	 and	 always	 accessible	 to	 the	 largest	

possible	 number	 of	 people	 can	hardly	 happen	 on	 a	mass	 scale,	 as	 numerous	 examples	 in	

history	and	existing	examples	on	the	social	web	have	shown	(i.e.	Wikipedia).	Hierarchies	in	

the	forms	of	governance	and	bureaucratisation	tend	to	emerge	within	mass	organisations.	

Hence,	 it	might	 be	worth	 advancing	 the	 hypothesis	 that	 the	 small,	 communal	 dimension,	

where	 autonomous	 and	 diverse	 individuals	 are	 able	 to	 come	 together	 in	 the	 sharing	 of	

resources	and	expertise,	 can	be	conducive	 to	producing	 tools	 that	people	 can	control	and	

access	(i.e.	wireless	community	networks	and	trusted	networks).	These	tools	can	also	foster	

practices	that	allow	them	to	live	harmoniously	with	the	community	and	the	environment.			

In	addition	to	fostering	togetherness,	the	collaborative	production	of	technologies	helps	

forge	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 group	 itself.	 For	 instance,	 as	 it	 emerged	 from	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	

hackmeeting	discussed	in	my	third	Chapter,	it	is	the	shared	experience	itself	of	hacking	and	

discussing	technology	during	seminars,	workshops,	and	even	at	the	table	during	meals	(the	

moments	of	becoming-common),	that	enables	the	construction	of	bonds.	Shared	experiences	

can	create	closeness	and	mutual	confidence.	Hence,	in	examining	the	technologies	of	making	

space	and	time,	this	thesis	tries	to	make	a	case	not	just	for	a	different	type	of	technology	but	

for	a	different	mode	of	organisation	of	society	that	might	result	in	different	practices	be	they	

political,	economic	and	environmental.		

This	discussion	is	particularly	relevant	nowadays	as	we	progress	in	the	phase	of	crisis	of	

representative	democracy	and	the	possible	dissolution	of	some	of	the	many	institutions	that	

it	has	brought	about	(for	 instance,	phenomena	 like	the	Brexit	referendum).	While	popular	

participation	in	democratic	states	is	in	a	phase	of	decline,	the	Silicon	Valley	pundits	continue	



	 214	

to	make	promises	of	fixing	the	problem	of	democratic	participation	thanks	to	the	invention	

of	participatory	online	tools.	The	social	web,	then,	would	be	the	technology	that,	by	creating	

immediate	connections	between	individuals,	should	solve	the	problems	of	participation	and	

political	 apathy	 that	 currently	 vexes	 democracy.	 My	 thesis	 seeks	 to	 demystify	 such	

understandings	of	technology	as	I	have	explained	in	the	previous	Chapters.	Indeed,	this	has	

questionably	made	participation	more	efficient,	direct	or	free.	Mass	participation	in	online	

projects	 or	 networks	 is	 no	 substitute	 for	 physical	 participation,	 and	 does	 not	 necessarily	

translate	into	mass	democracy.	Indeed,	as	Ippolita	argues:	“Participation	is	only	worthwhile	

if	individuals	are	part	of	a	process	of	personal	growth.	On	this	issue,	there	is	no	difference	

between	the	real	and	the	virtual	world”.	(2015,	p.	337)		

It	 appears,	 then,	 that	 a	 process	 of	 production	 of	 new	 participatory	 tools	 is	 concurrent	

with,	among	other	things,	a	rethinking	of	a	model	of	social	order.	In	this	respect,	through	a	

focus	on	technology,	this	thesis	has	tried	to	highlight	different	existing	practices	and	ways	of	

conceiving	and	enacting	social	relations	between	people,	where	they	are	not	defined	by	the	

authority	 of	 other	 institutions	 such	 as	 the	 state,	 the	 law	 and	 the	 police,	 but	 by	 free	

agreement	between	themselves.	Techniques	to	build	emancipatory	technologies	are	already	

there,	 and	alternative	models	of	organisation	 for	 society	already	exist.	They	are	 rooted	 in	

the	 experience	 of	 everyday	 life,	 as	 Colin	 Ward	 points	 out	 (1996,	 p.	 8).	 These	 social	

institutions	must	 be	 nurtured	 and	defended,	 because	 they	will	 always	 be	 under	 threat	 of	

being	 destroyed	 by	 institutions	 of	 the	 state	 or	 large	 organisations	 that	 could	 potentially	

entirely	dominate	them.69		

Throughout	 my	 thesis,	 I	 have	 emphasised	 the	 importance	 of	 common	 experiences	 of	

affects	 for	 the	 production	 of	 technologies	 that	 effectively	 respond	 to	 the	 needs	 emerging	

from	the	community.	The	technologies	I	have	analysed	in	my	work	are,	affectively	charged	

and	affective	in	themselves.	Considering	the	ways	affects	play	a	very	 important	role	 in	the	

processes	 of	 becoming-common	 of	 the	 groups	 with	 which	 I	 have	 spent	 time,	 and	 the	

processes	 of	 production	 of	 collective	 technologies	 has	 allowed	 me	 to	 conduct	 a	 social	

analysis	 of	 the	 phenomena	 discussed.	 They	 not	 only	 respond	 to	 the	 affective	 needs	 of	

communities	of	people	that	have	shared	the	same	–	often	traumatic	–		experiences	in	living	

as	activists	(see	Chapter	Four),	but	also	affect	in	return	the	practices	and	the	dynamics	that	

develop	around	their	production,	and	that	need	the	participation	of	the	broader	community.	

Affective	 intensities	 and	 affective	 experiences	 create	 strong	 bonds	 between	 individuals	 as	

well	as	between	the	human	and	the	nonhuman,	organic	and	non-organic	–	the	environment	
																																																								
69	See	Esposito,	R.	(2010)	Communitas,	Stanford:	Stanford	University	Press.	
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and	the	technology.		

These	bonds	are	proto-political	because	 they	bear	 the	potential	 to	affect	social	 change.	

These	bonds	and	practices	are	the	possibility	of	an	enactment	of	prefigurative	politics,	they	

have	no	prescriptive	plan	for	the	realisation	of	a	new	social	order,	they	are	 the	plan.	They	

are	performative	acts,	 in	a	sense,	as	 through	the	practice	of	 the	commons	members	of	 the	

community	can	actually	experience	what	they	are	fighting	for,	regardless	of	their	success	to	

challenge	the	status	quo	(Rovira	Sancho,	2014,	p.	394).	Prefigurative	politics	has	a	capacity	

to	 impact	 on	 existing	 practices,	 linking	 them	 to	 ideas	 of	 a	 future	 society:	 it	 is	 a	 political	

practice	of	hope,	from	which	we	could	expect	the	emergence	of	unprecedented	tactics,	and	

from	which	we	can	directly	apprehend	how	a	truly	democratic	society	might	be	(Graeber,	

2004,	p.83).	In	a	nutshell,	I	am	talking	here	of	a	capacity	to	resist,	and	specifically	of	micro-

practices	of	resistance,	and	of	strong	bonds	between	the	material	–	human	and	nonhuman	–	

that	have	a	potential	to	be	resistant.	These	are	all	those	moments	of	becoming-common	that,	

as	 I	 have	 discussed	 in	 Chapters	 Three,	 Four	 and	 Five,	 emerge	 from	 sharing	 technical	

knowledge,	affective	technology,	life	experiences	and	spaces	of	collaboration.		

Resistance,	 as	 the	 affectively	 charged	 act	 of	 opposing	 a	 flow	 or	 motion,	 powerfully	

contributes	 to	 shaping	 collective	 political	 identities	 and	 bodies,	 as	 Sara	 Ahmed	 puts	 it:	

“emotions	work	to	shape	the	“surfaces”	of	individual	and	collective	bodies.	Bodies	take	the	

shape	 of	 the	 very	 contact	 they	 have	 with	 objects	 and	 others”	 (2004,	 p.	 1).	 However,	

complementary	 to	 what	 Ahmed	 states	 in	 this	 definition,	 resistance	 does	 not	 necessarily	

emerge	as	the	application	of	an	opposing	force.	In	fact,	in	as	much	as	practices	of	becoming-

common	 ensure	 that	 certain	 types	 of	 hierarchical	 dynamics	 never	 emerge,	 they	 are	 also	

inherently	 resistant	 because	 they	will	 always	 represent	 a	 latent	 possibility,	 a	 potential	 to	

become	a	resistant	other	within	society	(Graeber,	2004,	p.	25).	If,	as	mentioned	above,	there	

is	only	so	much	human	energy	in	the	world,	thus	these	need	to	be	spent	parsimoniously	and	

nurtured	 to	 ensure	 their	 reproduction.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 present	 work	 has	 tried	 to	

contribute	 to	 the	 hopeful	 politics	 of	 resistance	 that	 has	 been	 described	 in	 the	 previous	

pages,	by	opening	 spaces	 for	 reflection	 in	different	areas	beyond	 those	of	 technology	and	

politics.	 

In	fact,	this	work	has	also	been	inspired	by	a	desire	to	bring	new	insights	and	make	new	

sense	 of	 the	 human	 condition,	 that	 is,	 how	 it	 is	 to	 be	 in	 the	 world	 as	 individuals,	 and	

especially	 as	 groups,	 in	 an	 age	 characterised	 by	 the	 intervention	 of	 technology	 at	 the	

biological	 level,	 and	 at	 the	 level	 of	 micro-practices	 constituting	 the	 social.	 Thus,	 the	

relationship	between	the	human	and	the	nonhuman	that	has	been	the	object	of	this	thesis,	
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could	perhaps	be	 further	analysed	 through	 the	 lense	of	posthumanist	discourse.	As	Taffel	

points	out,	posthumanist	discourse	helps	 

 

[...]	 [to]	 move	 away	 from	 a	 temporal	 perspective	 dominated	 by	 human	
experience	 and	 perception,	 to	 one	 which	 recognises	 not	 only	 the	 multiple	
forms	of	machine-based	 temporality	which	are	critical	 to	 the	 functioning	of	
digital	 assemblages	 and	 digital	 cultures,	 but	 also	 the	 complex	 manner	 by	
which	 such	 temporalities	 have	 always	 fed	 back	 into	 and	 been	 constitutive	
factors	in	human	comprehensions	of	time.	(2015,	p.	80)	 

 

 

As	a	“navigation	tool”,	posthumanism	stresses	the	importance	of	shifting	the	focus	away	

from	 the	 human	 subject	 only	 (Braidotti,	 2013).	 In	 fact,	 the	 issues	 discussed	 in	my	 thesis	

share	many	of	 the	concerns	of	posthumanist	discourse.	First	of	all,	 inasmuch	as	 this	work	

considers	 technology	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 for	 thinking	 about	 alternative	 models	 of	 social	

order,	 the	 posthumanist	 discourse	 could	 be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 critical	 platform	 that	 can	

inspire	new	politics	and	micro-practices,	and	from	which	to	begin	to	think	about	the	politics	

of	the	commons	around	a	new	relational	conceptualisation	of	human	identity.		

A	 posthumanist	 relational	 politics	 that	 challenges	 anthropocentrism,	 and	 considers	

human	identity	in	its	entanglement	with	the	broader	environment	promises	an	interesting	

analysis	and	change	of	perspectives	 for	 the	consideration	of	 technology	 today.	With	 these	

premises,	posthumanism	encourages	a	rethinking	of	resistance	and	its	politics	in	a	way	that	

considers	 the	 total	 relations	 of	 the	 human	with	 its	 organic	 and	 inorganic	 environment:	 it	

encourages	 an	 ecological	 approach.	 As	 Bookchin	 explains:	 “Broadly	 conceived	 of,	 ecology	

deals	with	 the	 balance	 of	 nature.	 Inasmuch	 as	 nature	 includes	man,	 the	 science	 basically	

deals	 with	 the	 harmonisation	 of	 nature	 and	man	 (sic)”	 (1986,	 p.	 80).	 If	 we	 consider	 the	

human	 subject	 as	 participating	 in	 the	 basic	 cycles	 of	 nature,	 then	 the	 insights	 that	

posthumanist	discourse	offers	about	the	ways	technology	affects	the	processes	of	becoming	

human	 has	 significant	 implications	 in	 the	 way	 the	 human	 sits	 in	 the	 broader	 ecological	

discourse.	In	this	sense,	posthumanism	contributes	greatly	to	ecological	thinking.	It	seeks	to	

pave	the	way	for	a	further	analysis	into	posthumanist	and	ecological	politics	through	a	focus	

on	collective	 technology.	 In	 fact,	 it	 can	be	argued	 that	posthumanism	and	ecology	are	not	

only	 intrinsically	critical	disciplines	but	also	resistant	ones.	They	are	both	disciplines	 that	

look	 at	 the	 future	 in	 their	 contribution	 to	 the	 concretisation	 of	 possible	 alternative	

processes	of	becoming	human	with	 the	broader	organic	 and	non-organic	 environment.	 In	

this	way,	they	also	contribute	to	a	redefinition	of	political	action	urging	for	a	consideration	

of	nonhuman	actors	and	nonhuman	conditions	in	rethinking	a	politics	of	reconstruction	and	



	 217	

transformation	that	is	more	akin	to	the	rhythms	of	the	natural	cycles.		

In	 considering	 the	 potential	 for	 political	 action	 offered	 by	 the	 posthumanist	 and	

ecological	approaches,	 the	discourse	around	community	 technology	might	 find	 interesting	

developments	 in	 further	 explorations	 of	 the	 ethical	 implications	 of	 contemporary	

technocultural	 system	 for	 the	 broader	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 ecology,	 as	 well	 as	 its	

alternatives.	The	groups	I	have	observed	and	lived	with	are,	indeed,	sensitive	to	numerous	

issues	 related	 to	 social	 justice,	 and	 among	 these	 they	 are	 careful	 to	 develop	 appropriate	

technology	through	practices	that	are	also	respectful	of	the	broader	environment.		

Practices	of	recycling	and	repairing	old	electronic	devices	also	define	the	identity	of	these	

groups,	whose	activities	such	as	hacklabs	and	hackmeetings	since	the	late	1990s	have	been	

fundamental	 in	 posing	 the	 question	 of	 sustainability	 of	 contemporary	 technological	

consumption	within	neoliberal	consumer	culture.	The	search	for	sustainable	technology	is,	

probably,	one	of	the	most	pressing	issues	of	our	time.	A	further	study	into	the	materiality	of	

the	technology	itself,	how	this	is	produced	through	recycling	and	repairing,	and	the	impact	

that	these	production	techniques	have	on	ecological	cycles	would	enrich	the	understanding	

of	the	groups	investigated.	This	aspect	is,	indeed,	inherent	to	the	politics	of	small	economies	

that	 these	groups	 seek	 to	promote	 through	 the	practices	of	 the	commons	 that	 involve	 the	

production	of	 technologies	 that	can	be	controlled	by	 the	people	 for	whom	they	are	made.	

Indeed,	 as	 I	 have	 mentioned	 previously	 in	 this	 thesis,	 the	 critique	 of	 mass	 networks	

developed	by	these	groups	is	directed	strongly	against	the	idea	of	dematerialisation	that	is	

often	 associated	 with	 digital	 culture	 and	 digital	 devices.	 Their	 activity,	 instead,	 greatly	

emphasises	 the	 importance	of	materiality	of	computers	and	Internet	apps,	 that	are	all	but	

immaterial	 information	 that	 flows	 in	 a	 virtual	 space,	 and	 that	 often	 conceals	 colonial-like	

power	 dynamics.70	Therefore,	 an	 archeological	 approach	 would	 shed	 light	 on	 diverse	

aspects	of	community	technology.71									

	

																																																								
70	On	 this	 topic	 see,	 among	 others,	 Taffel	 S.	 (2015)	 Towards	 an	 Ethical	 Electronics?	 Ecologies	 of	 Congolese	 Conflict	 Minerals,	

Westminster	Papers	in	Communication	and	Culture.	10(1),	pp.	18–33.	DOI:	http://doi.org/10.16997/wpcc.210	
71	Jussi	Parikka	defines	media	archeology	as	“exists(ting)	somewhere	between	materialist	media	theories	and	the	insistence	on	the	

value	of	 the	obsolete	and	 forgotten	 through	new	cultural	histories	 that	have	emerged	since	 the	1980s:	 [...]	 a	 conceptual	and	practical	

exercise	in	carving	out	the	aesthetic,	cultural,	and	political	singularities	of	media.	It’s	much	more	than	paying	theoretical	attention	to	the	

intensive	relations	between	new	and	old	media	mediated	through	concrete	and	conceptual	archives;	increasingly,	media	archaeology	is	a	

method	for	doing	media	design	and	art”	(2010).	
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University, Neoliberalism, Resistance 
 
In	 this	 final	 section,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 question	 of	 methods	 and	

methodologies	in	the	study	of	resistance	and	its	practices.	In	the	second	Chapter,	describing	

the	practice	of	ethnography	in	relation	to	my	fieldwork	experience,	I	explained	the	reasons	

and	theoretical	positions	that	led	me	to	consider	and	adopt	a	perspective	on	knowledge	that	

is	situated,	embodied,	and	partial,	seeing	as	Donna	Haraway	reminds	us:	“Only	by	knowing	

in	 our	 bodies,	 and	 from	 a	 partial	 perspective,	we	 can	 actually	 promise	 objective	 visions”	

(1991,	p.	190).	Moreover,	I	have	also	discussed	the	non-neutral	and	culturally	constructed	

nature	of	research	methods	that	not	only	affect	how	we	choose,	relate	and	investigate	our	

object	of	research	but	also	produce	“arrangements	with	political	implications”	(Law,	2004,	

p.	143). 

In	 this	 concluding	 Chapter,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 stress	 the	 importance	 and	 the	 necessity	 of	

challenging,	 through	 socially	 engaged	 research,	 sedimented	 ideas	 of	 objective	methods	 in	

the	academy,	that	can	have	a	significant	impact	on	the	production	of	knowledge,	academic	

research,	 and	 education.	 I	 consider	 the	 concept	 of	 objectivity	 here	 in	Megill’s	disciplinary	

sense	(1994),	as	I	discussed	in	Chapter	two:	that	is,	in	the	sense	that	takes	consensus	among	

the	 members	 of	 a	 particular	 research	 community	 as	 its	 standard	 of	 objectivity.	 In	 this	

regard,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 critical	 aspect	 of	 research	 ethics	 in	 the	 study	 of	

resistance	and	social	movements	in	the	context	of	neoliberal	academia.		

Good	 research	practice	 is	 an	 important	 aspect	of	our	work	and	every	 researcher	has	a	

duty	 to	 ensure	 participants’	 safety.	 However,	 there	 is	 a	 risk	 that	 the	 ethics	 approval	

procedures	implemented	by	modern	universities	can	be	a	subtle	tool	for	censoring	critical	

thinking	and	socially	engaged	research,	as	well	as	to	decide	what	kind	of	research	is	worth	

doing,	based	on	profitability	standards.	As	I	have	already	mentioned	above	in	the	preceding	

section,	modern	universities	are	increasingly	becoming	like	corporations,	administered	and	

run	as	businesses.	Like	all	other	corporations	 they	are	risk	averse:	 for	 them,	 if	 risks	exist,	

individuals	–	who	have	made	 their	 choice	–	 should	bear	 the	burden	of	any	misfortune.	 In	

this	 framework,	 ethics	 guidelines	 are,	 in	 theory,	 designed	 to	 ensure	 that	 researchers	 and	

participants	can	safely	conduct	and	take	part	in	research	activities.	However,	by	looking	at	

this	 issue	 in	 more	 detail	 and	 considering	 the	 broader	 context	 in	 which	 they	 are	

implemented,	I	suggest	another	reading.		

I	 argue	 that	 there	 exists	 the	 possibility	 that	 these	 guidelines	 represent	 a	 further	 step	

toward	the	implementation	of	the	neoliberal	imperative	to	privatise	risk	and	responsibility	

within	 the	 modern	 university-corporation.	 This	 leads	 to	 also	 consider	 the	 working	
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conditions	in	the	academy,	and	the	fact	that	many	of	the	researchers	who	conduct	fieldwork	

in	 potentially	 risky	 situations	 are	 people	 on	 precarious	 or	 temporary	 contracts,	 or	 PhD	

students.	 We	 are	 among	 the	 most	 vulnerable	 workers	 in	 the	 university	 and	 are	 hardly	

treated	as	workers	of	the	academic	institution	with	rights	or	expectations	of	safety	and	care,	

while	the	university	profits	enormously	from	the	completion	of	degrees	and	theses.	These	

are	 broader	 issues	 that	 go	 beyond	 the	 relationship	 between	 individual	 workers	 in	 the	

university.		

An	 evident	 exploitative	 logic	 is	 at	 work	 behind	 the	 bureaucracy	 that	 continues	 to	

undermine	 the	 critical	 role	of	modern	universities	 in	 society	 today.	 In	 fact,	 the	 increasing	

bureaucratisation	 and	 corporatisation	 of	 the	 modern	 university	 poses	 several	 questions	

regarding	the	possibilities	to	undertake	socially	engaged	research.	The	stringent	framework	

of	 neoliberal	 education	 is	making	 the	 study	 of	 resistance	 and	 of	 its	 practice	 increasingly	

difficult	within	the	walls	of	academic	institutions	in	many	ways.	First	of	all,	it	is	possible	to	

track	 how	 the	 humanities	 and	 the	 social	 sciences	 have	 been	 heavily	 under	 attack	 of	

neoliberal	 governments	 and	 universities’	 managerial	 departments,	 seeing	 their	 funding	

frozen	 at	 the	 best,	 if	 not	 progressively	 curtailed.72	The	 market	 logic	 of	 profitability	 and	

numbers	has	penetrated	 the	universities	which	are	 “stuffed	with	overpaid	 administrators	

squeezing	every	ounce	of	efficiency	out	of	lecturers	and	focusing	on	the	“profitable”	areas	of	

science,	 technology,	 engineering	 and	 maths”	 (Preston,	 2015).	 In	 these	 times	 when	 the	

University’s	role	as	a	critical	consciousness	is	seriously	at	risk,	there	is	a	need	to	challenge	

every	 aspect	 in	 these	 institutions	 that	 can	 further	 threaten	 the	 credibility	 of	 socially	

engaged	research	and	its	usefulness	for	society.		

However,	while	acknowledging	the	need	to	critically	analyse	and	counter	the	hegemony	

of	neoliberal	safety	and	risk	discourses,	as	researchers	we	cannot,	and	should	not,	pretend	

that	these	issues	are	not	real,	if	we	are	to	remain	committed	to	political	and	social	change	in	

our	research	practice.	Exploring	research	ethics	within	the	context	of	neoliberal	university,	

and	working	 toward	 alternative	 ideas	 and	 solutions	 to	 actual	 risks	 on	 the	 research	 field,	

might	be	another	starting	point	 for	the	academic	community	to	reclaim	the	critical	role	of	

universities	in	society.73			

Furthermore,	I	would	like	to	make	a	case	particularly	for	methods	and	methodologies	of	

																																																								
72		See,	among	others,	Sawa,	T.	(23	Aug.	2015)	Humanities	under	attack,	The	Japan	Times,	and	Preston,	A.	(29	Mar.	2015)	The	war	

against	humanities	at	Britain’s	universities,	The	Guardian,	and	Taylor,	M.	(27	June	2016)	Humanities	Jobs	Threat,	Otago	Daily	Times.		
73	My	reflection	on	these	themes	emerges	not	only	from	my	personal	experience	with	the	research	ethics	committee	of	my	university	

but	also	 from	 the	 tragic	event	of	 the	death	of	Giulio	Regeni,	 Italian	PhD	student	at	Cambridge,	UK	who	 lost	his	 life	while	 researching	

independent	trade	unionism	in	Egypt.	
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research	that	challenge	the	idea	of	method	itself.74	In	saying	this,	 I	am	not	questioning	the	

validity	of	methods	for	research,	nor	am	I	questioning	the	validity	of	quantitative	methods	

as	 these	 are	 the	 core	 of	 good	 research	 practices.	 Rather,	 I	 am	 suggesting	 the	 need	 to	

continue	searching	for	tools	of	research	that	challenge	the	idea	of	objective	method	preached	

by	 the	 scientific	 establishment.75	In	 fact,	 this	 silently	 dictates	 the	 standards	 of	 validity	 of	

methods,	to	say	the	least,	providing	a	model	that	is	based	on	positivist	assumptions	of	what	

a	valid	mode	for	investigation	should	be	like	for	the	assessment	of	every	type	of	research.	

To	 clarify	 the	 last	 point,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 stress	 that	 my	 critique	 is	 not	 addressed	 to	 the	

scientific	 disciplines	 themselves.	 It	 is	 addressed	 to	 the	 scientific	 establishment	 that	

nowadays	 is	 complicit	with	neoliberal	 politics	 of	 exploitation	of	 resources	 for	 the	 sake	of	

profit.	Centuries	ago,	scientists	dared	to	challenge	 the	status	quo	and	even	risk	 their	 lives	

for	their	quest	 for	knowledge;	 today	most	experts	are	servants	of	power	(Martin,	1991,	p.	

6).	“Stripping	the	experts”	of	the	academic	establishment,	in	Brian	Martin’s	words,	is	part	of	

the	 broader	 commitment	 to	 critical	 and	 socially	 engaged	 research	 that	 hopes	 to	

progressively	shift	policies	and	social	practices.		

Sadly,	 indeed,	 these	are	not	 just	speculations.	For	using	 the	pronoun	“we”	 in	her	 thesis	

that	 she	 has	 conducted	 as	 a	 participant	 observer	 of	 the	 protest	movement	NOTAV	 in	 the	

north-west	 of	 Italy,	 a	 student	 was	 recently	 accused	 of	 being	 actively	 participating	 in	 the	

movement	resistance	practices	and	condemned	to	jail	(Rossi,	2016).	To	conclude,	my	choice	

of	using	 the	concept	of	mess	 and	non-representational	 theory,	 to	make	sense	of	 the	social	

reality	 I	have	 investigated,	 is	an	attempt	 to	contribute	 to	 the	broader	challenge	of	 “liberal	

social	 and	 political	 theories	 and	 theories	 of	 scientific	 knowledge	 [assumptions]	 that	 the	

world	is	composed	of	individuals…	awaiting	or	inviting	representation”	(Barad,	2007,	p.	46).	

It	is	a	further	attempt	to	challenge	the	idea	that	a	reality	“out	there”	awaits	to	be	discovered	

and	to	be	represented.	Representation	poses	the	problem	of	the	distance	between	the	object	

of	knowledge	and	the	individual.	In	my	work,	I	have	tried	to	convey	that	the	separation	that	

representationalism	entails	is	problematic	for	the	study	of	social	phenomena.	The	objects	of	

knowledge,	that	as	researchers	we	approach	for	our	speculations,	come	into	being	through	

iterative	performance,	 to	echo	 Judith	Butler.	 It	 is	 in	 the	 thick	 of	material	 and	nonmaterial	

relational	practices,	in	situating	ourselves	in	the	messiness	of	the	everyday	that	we	can	hope	

to	offer	partial	and	accurate	accounts.						 

Finally,	 while	 in	 the	 previous	 Chapters	 I	 discussed	 the	 particular	modes	 of	 becoming-

																																																								
74	See	Law,	J.	(2004)	After	Method:	Mess	in	Social	Science	Research,	London:	Routledge.		
75	See	Sokal,	A.	Bricmont,	J.	(2003)	Intellectual	Impostures,	Bury	St	Edmunds:	St.	Edmundsbury	Press	
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common	through	the	analysis	of	specific	affective	arrangements	with	resistant	potential,	in	

this	 Chapter	 I	 have	 sought	 to	 frame	 these	 modes	 and	 processes	 by	 connecting	 them	 to	

broader	universal	issues.	 

First	 of	 all,	 by	 referring	 to	 the	particular	 examples	provided	 in	 the	 thesis,	 this	Chapter	

claimed	that	technologies	are	affective,	and	that	moments	of	becoming-common	are	key	for	

the	development	of	liberatory	technology.	It	claimed	that	emancipatory	technology	is	key	to	

rethinking	 the	 broader	 logics	 upon	 which	 the	 neoliberal	 organisation	 of	 society	 rests.	

Neoliberal	 logic	 produces	 technologies	 that	 work	 toward	 reducing	 society	 into	 an	

amorphous	 mass	 of	 data	 that	 make	 it	 easier	 to	 control	 individual	 behaviours	 as	 well	 as	

contribute	to	the	emergence	of	hierarchies,	even	in	a	theoretically	egalitarian	space	as	the	

Internet.		

The	counter-logic	of	resistance	that	has	emerged	from	the	analysis	in	this	thesis,	instead,	

gives	birth	to	technologies	that	are,	at	any	moment,	controllable	by	the	community	that	has	

enabled	 their	 realisation.	 As	 it	 can	 be	 seen,	 the	 logic	 is	 completely	 reversed:	 it	 is	 not	

technology	that	controls	people,	but	people	who	can	control	technology.	Technologies	that	

can	 be	 controlled	 by	 people	 emerge	 from	 a	 relational	 approach	with	 the	 communities	 of	

reference	 and	 with	 the	 surrounding	 environment,	 in	 the	 awareness	 that	 resources	 are	

limited.	The	counter-narrative	presented	in	this	Chapter	has	tried	to	debunk	the	dominant	

neoliberal	myth	of	the	necessity	of	progress	for	human	well-being. 

In	 closing,	 I	 have	 also	 considered	 the	 particular	 methods	 employed	 for	 this	 research	

situating	the	discussion	within	the	broader	issue	of	neoliberalisation	of	the	academy.	I	have	

argued	that	neoliberal	mechanisms	which	undermine	the	critical	role	of	the	university	are,	

more	or	less	explicitly,	making	the	study	of	resistance	and	social	movements	difficult.	In	this	

context,	 a	 re-organisation	 from	 below	 of	 the	 academic	 community	 to	 reclaim	 the	

collaborative	and	common	nature	of	the	production	of	knowledge	is	much	needed,	and	this	

thesis	hopes	to	make	a	contribution	to	that	pursuit.	 
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