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MILAN > ITALY

EMPOWERING
ACTIONS
THE PARTICIPATORY RENOVATION OF A SHELTER

by C R I S T I A N C A M PA G N A R O A N D N I C O L Ò D I P R I M A

Action and spatiality
What does it mean to act within a space? And acting on
a space with the clear intent of transforming it? We
should firstly consider that not only subjects act on
spaces but, in turn, spaces act on those subjects that
traverse and inhabit them. “The meaning of a space lies
in its effect on any objects that come into contact with it
and which, while trying to alter the space, end up being
transformed themselves.” 1 As semiologist Gianfranco
Marrone states, spaces and subjects share an indissolubly reciprocal relationship: space-object connection
is always characterized by a need for narrative, meaning
that – on the connotation level – both the space and the
object may function alternatively as subject and object.2
Thus, a space, far from being static and unchangeable,
must in fact be considered an actor, able to control the
behaviour of any objects that interact with it. When
considering a space, we must think of it not merely as a
physical entity, but also – and above all – as a conveyor
of meaning. Understanding a space means “rediscovering the human intervention behind the objects of
the world that has in fact given them sense.” 3 In other
words, the sense of a place is not given unequivocally
(though it may be foreseen and planned) but rather it
is continually ascribed by the very subject or subjects
inhabiting it; furthermore, it can also change over time.
We can therefore affirm that not only does a subject
produce (both physically and semantically) the space
– and the physical objects that constitute it – but also
that spaces produce subjects.
In our everyday lives, this process occurs silently
and imperceptibly. Referring to Goffman’s frames
theory,4 anthropologist Daniel Miller states that “material objects are a setting. They make us aware of what
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The 1st floor hall after the collaborative renovation process
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is appropriate and inappropriate […] They work most
effectively when we don’t actually look at them.” 5 He
defines this property as the humility of things: their
silent presence produces a normalising (and normative)
effect on the context. In this consists the very subjectivising power of the space. Simply by staying in place, its
constituting objects produce in individuals a sense of
familiarity with their surroundings, a sense of habitual
normality which helps the living being to define, decipher and recognise the environment around them.
This mechanism is generally reassuring and reduces
cognitive overload; it produces that feeling of “home”
which allows individuals to inhabit a space “naturally,”
somewhere they can carry out their activities without
feeling continuously out of place. Since the physical
stability of a space is directly linked to the stability of its
connotation, the “humility of things” also suggests that
places function the more static and unchangeable
they are.
But when the connotation ascribed to a space by an
individual is unclear or not shared, he feels out of his
element, uncomfortable in his surroundings. He feels
excluded from the context, immobilised or perhaps he
even has a desire to escape. In these cases, the “humble”
immobility of spaces partly inhibit the idea of acting on
a space, in order to transform and align it more with the
connotation desired by the individual or the community
inhabiting it. This means that the individual ends up suffering in the space around him.
The humility of objects (and, we could add, of places)
is therefore concurrently reassuring – in regard to our
more habitual daily activities – and inhibiting, compared
to more transformative actions.
The shelter: a space with no action
This theoretical introduction will help us interpret the
case study we present herein, referring to a particular
type of space in which the freedom of its inhabitants’
actions (daily and transformative) is particularly
inhibited.
Since 2009 our interdisciplinary research-group,
composed of designers from Polytechnic of Turin and
anthropologists from University of Turin, works in the
field of homelessness in several Italian cities.6 The
research reflects on the power of places to define the
wellness of people that inhabit them and looks at the
way in which spaces and objects interact with the stories of users and with the educational actions of
social workers.7
From the very beginning, the research aimed at
interlinking analysis with concrete actions that could
have tangible effects on the spaces for the guests and
those working therein as social workers, therefore
establishing itself as an action research.
Concrete actions are, in fact, a useful analytical
tool in reaching more in-depth understanding of the
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institutional policies and mechanisms that regulate
housing systems as well as stimulating immediate
improvement within the contexts of study. They are also
a way of understanding if and how such contexts and
their inhabitants are able to take on board, or even sustain, the transformations generated by the interventions.
On the conceptual level shelters seem to correspond
with those that Michel Foucault defines heterotopias.8
The shelter is a heterotopic space as, though in appearance it resolves the issue of someone who has lost home
(due to economic, health and/or migratory issues), at the
same time it contributes to labelling him as deviant. The
function of the shelter in our society is strongly influenced by the fact that the housing crisis is interpreted
as deviant but also as an emergency, leading welfare
institutions to think (and hope) that the situation may be
as temporary as possible.
Access to these structures is not based on the desire
of individuals but is regulated by our welfare system,
through strict institutional procedures. Those inhabiting
these places are, in a certain sense, banned.9 The shelter
is, therefore, an “other space,” one that enjoys a marginal
(and often marginalising) relationship with the “normality” into which it is inserted, thus generating extreme
physical and psychological suffering among inhabitants.
They are places which, despite having a specific raison
d’être (to accommodate those in difficulty), produce an
inflexion that may prove destabilising for inhabitants:
“I’m here (because I have no other choice), but I wish not
to be here.” Inhabited only by ‘guests,’ these are places
that generate a sense of perennial exclusion and permanent temporariness.10 These factors greatly inhibit the
individuals’ freedom of action within the space, not only
how they use it but – even more so – in that they cannot
make even the slightest alteration to their environment.
The space of the shelter, furthermore, produces
exclusion, marginality and a sense of temporariness not
only due to its functional systems (rules, curfews, and
rights of access) but also through its physical characteristics. Buildings that host shelters are rarely designed
for that function. Generally speaking, they are buildings
constructed for specific purposes (schools, offices,
factories) which, once their original function ceases,
are temporarily transformed into housing. In other
cases, due to the presumed temporariness and state
of emergency of the service, basic prefabs are used.
Furthermore, on the topographic level, buildings that are
identified for this use tend to be found in the suburbs of
cities and/or in so-called “social” districts which often
are already populated by low-income or poor inhabitants and by a high percentage of immigrant residents.
Finally, these buildings are often in a state of almostcomplete abandonment and manifest rather serious
structural problems and yet, despite this, they are used
for housing purposes.
In these cases, reuse would appear to be counter -

productive as renovations can prove extremely costly
(due to the evident structural incompatibility between
the old and new functions) but also because, given the
urgency, rarely are the renovations completed before
the inhabitants move in. Often, in fact, renovations are
carried out when the service has already started and
further complications inevitably arise.
Finally, there is also the risk that effective renovation works cannot be fully completed either because the
(council or state-owned) building is protected by architectural regulations aimed at preserving the historical
authenticity thereof, or because they are not considered
to be a sufficiently profitable investment for the (nonstate) organisation granted the contract for the shortterm housing service and commissioned to manage the
premises. Additionally, we cannot ignore the effect that
this option has on public expenditure in terms of added
costs. Management of a service supplied in places that
are inefficient, from the perspective of the provision of
welfare services, implies an extraordinary consumption

The making of one of the benches that will be installed in via Mambretti
33, during the workshop “goBENCHING”, attended also by a group of design
students from the Polytechnic of Turin

of personal and material resources that could otherwise
be avoided.
All these aspects basically allude to the fact that
any chance of modifying and renovating these spaces is,
though vital, in no way aided.
Action as a relationship
Based on the theoretical scenario briefly introduced in
the first part of the article (which looks in-depth at the
functioning of reciprocity in the space-subject connection) and the empirical observation of housing carried out by the Turin research group (of which we have
highlighted some elements of analysis emerging from
both on the semantic and physical-spatial level) we
can understand how the transformative processes may
appear simultaneously delicate and complicated.
In order to better understand these processes, we
hereby present the case study of a collaborative project
to renovate a Milanese shelter in which our research
group has been involved for over two years now. In
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December 2013, the Council of Milan granted
Fondazione Progetto ARCA Onlus a twenty-year lease
without charge of the former school building in Via
Mambretti 33. Immediately, the building housed more
than 250 people, including homeless adults and asylum
seekers. The lease included all systems to be updated,
and the structure to be renovated and furnished for
housing purposes. Located in the Quarto Oggiaro district the building was constructed in the early 1900s
and stands out for its neo-Classical style typical of
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Some of the corridors at the end of the collaborative renovation process,
with a co-constructed bench in foreground

early-20th century public buildings in Italy. The structure
extends over three floors, each of around 1,200 m2 and
its unusual “C” shape gives it a courtyard of around 760
m2. Its façades have, by now, completely eroded. The
marble entrance hall contains a majestic central double
stairway. Each floor contains a number of spacious,
well-illuminated rooms opening onto straight, naturallylit corridors which have since been set up as bedrooms
for its current function. It is an enormous and imposing
building whose initial magnificence only emphasizes

today’s decline, partly the natural effect of the decades
that have passed since it was built, but also due to a
more gradual decay.
In order to transform the former school into housing, in 2015 the foundation commissioned our research
group to scientifically supervise the overall development of the renovations project. The project was called
“Cantiere Mambretti.” 11
As with the other experiments carried out by our
group in other Italian cities, the idea was that any

renovation work was to be undertaken in close collaboration with and including the building’s inhabitants
(both beneficiaries and providers of the service) in all
procedures, from selection and planning all the way
through to execution.
We used the need to transform the spaces as a
chance to activate the occupants. The collaborative
approach emerged from the idea that, in order to be
effective and recognised by the inhabitants themselves,
the planning or re-planning of housing should involve
them directly. The interventions undertaken, therefore,
do not merely aim towards the realisation of the same
but rather to encourage the users to act, taking on board
the aspirations, needs and abilities of each individual.
From consultation to co-planning to the co-production
of the service, the project has involved the expertise of
current and future inhabitants – guests, social operators, Foundation managers and, in future, the inhabitants of the district – in designing suitable forms of
housing and the effective processes and tools for putting them into practice.
Preparations were characterised by the use of
some qualitative research tools, such as ethnography,
in-depth interviews, semi-structured interviews, focus
groups, “guided” tours of some of the Foundation’s
housing and a comparative analysis thereof. During
this phase, we surveyed the living and working needs
of the various people affected by the project and also
their knowledge and skills, so that the final project may
utilise the practical and theoretical contribution of all
and be subscribed to and recognised by as many of the
group as possible. This analysis brought us to the strategies for renovating the spaces, mitigating as many living
and working difficulties as possible which increasingly
distinguish the very intent of the project.
The objectives of the collaborative activities are:
- To re-interpret: re-read and re-configure the
spaces of the structure, best utilising the building’s
most characteristic structural features, while in line
with whatever constraints have been placed on its
transformation. Experimentations consisted in reinforcing the communal areas aimed at socialising and daily
activities.
- To equip: furnish the spaces with equipment that is
(both in quality and quantity) suitable for the functions
assigned to them. Flexible seating systems, multiple
mobile phone recharging points, way-finding systems
and waste disposal systems of suitable capacity.
- To involve: experiment in cooperation with the
operators and guests, utilising people’s skills and aspirations, in order to promote care and attention to the
spaces and equipment.
- To bring together: involve citizens in activities, promoting a non-stigmatised approach to and knowledge of
the residents.
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The workshop as a tool of collective action
Collaborative planning as a process includes moments
of analysis and research and is characterised by scrupulous moments of observation and inspection. These are
alternated with other briefer and more intense moments
in which reflection and planning pave the way for onsite
experimentation, inspection and collective action.
One of the most effective devices that actionresearch has used is the temporary workshop, an experience of union and reciprocity. As we have verified in
this and previous case studies, the idea of transforming
space struggles to be consistent with the ordinary time
of daily life. Yet the context of workshop, thanks to its
extraordinary nature, can enable this idea. According to
this, workshops become extraordinary events in which
the entire group of inhabitants is ideally and practically
invited to participate in the transformation. They are
events that create “spaces” of participation and collaborative reflection between all interested parties,
generating a dimension of enthusiasm, curiosity
and creativity.
The workshop itself is preceded by tangible planning
proposals which are, in fact, elaborated by the research
group interlinking the data acquired from the qualitative
research (bottom-up) with the needs of the managing
organisation (top-down). The technical designs and
study models are discussed with the service operators
and with the building’s most permanent inhabitants,
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A moment from the “ColorFULL Workshop”: a series of workshops aimed to
repaint common spaces of the building

aimed at gradually refining the proposals. Once the
project has been negotiated and defined, we pass on to
the experimental dimension of the workshop, aimed at
collectively and collaboratively undertaking the
enterprise together with the beneficiaries of the service.
In this context, we focus on the execution and preparatory techniques: quick, simple activities to involve all
those who wish to participate, whether or not they have
any experience of the theme in question; however, it
should be clarified that this does not mean that the final
result is of poor quality. Indeed, all the co-design and
co-construction processes are strongly managed by
designer and researcher from the point of view of
outputs and outcomes.
The images of the workshop give the idea of how
the execution of every project - from wall painting to
production of benches - is the result of this rich and
dynamic cooperation between designers and guests.
It is a process of mutual learning in which sometimes
guests learn from designers and conversely guests
teach designers and other participants.
Action and housing
The collaborative experience is still ongoing and has not
been without risks. Firstly, we have witnessed how the
occupants have to be continually stimulated to participate in discussing the themes in question. The very
complexity of the place and the social relationships that

are generated therein slow the transformative process.
One serious problem consists in the (real and perceived)
temporariness that reverberates not only in the management and transformation of the spaces, but which
also characterises the perspective of the individual in
regard to the (again, real or perceived) permanence of
stay in the shelter. The workshop is able to arouse curiosity and cooperation, but this tends to remain circumscribed within the workshop as a singular event.
With respect to the social workers, on the other
hand, our challenge is keeping them focussed on
the management and transformation of the spaces.
Burdened as they are by the arduous educational work
that they are required to provide, they demonstrate a
propensity to delegate to the research group for anything non-educational.
If it is so that this situation determines a modest
decline in transformative effectiveness (in terms of
time rather than quality), it must however be noted to
what extent the collaborative transformation process
increases its effectiveness: by understanding that
concrete action immediately and perceptively influences
the place in which they live, an individual’s focus on elements that are of direct interest to him is catalysed and
renewed regularly. And it is precisely this matter that we
should use as a launch-pad to create moments of inclusion characterised by debate, discussion and a sharing
of knowledge and to some way encourage direct action
by the occupants themselves.
We have observed that reusing spaces for housing
purposes poses some specific problems regarding the
set up and effectiveness of transformative actions. But
through this case study we have been able to verify that
only through collaboration, invitation and possibility
to act, is it also possible to give these spaces a certain
sense of dignity, triggering new visions of change and
progress in the daily temporariness of the functions carried out in these spaces.
We run the risk of not being able to significantly
influence certain marginalising mechanisms of housing
that trace back to the very policies on housing itself.
These mechanisms prove fossilised, but it is only thanks
to this collaborative method of action that we have been
able to experience these mechanisms, understand them
and experiment with new, more democratic and inclusive housing strategies. Moreover, the experience is not
limited to the specific case in point. Within a “research
through design” 12 perspective, action highlights some
elements of focus which, when linked to as many reports
of similar experiences in other contexts, allow us to constantly return to discussing and updating the methods
and aims of research on processes to humanise housing
areas for the homeless and to promote a policy of this
transformation that is both necessary and possible.
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