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This open access book intends to present a speculative, emergent and often 
radical approach to designing that draws on interdisciplinary research to 
explore the boundaries of design for contemporary and future spaces, observing 
reality through the critical lens of opposing dualisms which, precisely in their 
interval, define the value of the incredible versatility of being able to design 
between space and time, local and global, nature and artifice, science and art, 
technological and humanistic knowledge. The work gathers also experimental 
teaching and learning results collected during the six-year coordination period 
of the Master of Science in Interior and Spatial Design at the Politecnico di Milano 
| School of Design – from 2016 to 2021– which saw the Coordinator Board, together 
with colleagues and experts, draw a parallel and alternative line of study of 
spatial design.

It defines a working method for innovative training and research, which 
challenges the formal boundaries of Academia by including in its research/
educational process the organization of events, workshops, open calls, 
conferences, peer-to-peer comparisons, music, art, and full-immersion design 
actions, both in person and online. 
Experts from the most diverse fields, like scientists, musicians, agronomists, 
philosophers, art theorists, entrepreneurs, set designers, physicists, artists and 
performers – together with master’s students and professors, have confronted 
each other with the more varied and innovative practices and methods of 
meeting and exchanging perspectives to mature a creative process.

As the text index proposes, each chapter introduces a different dualistic theme 
[time/space; local/global; nature/artifice], embracing each the many and 
necessary viewpoints: from designing for the ecological improvement of the 
environment to using speculative design and art as tools to teaching and solving 
multipart problems, to exploring complex landscapes and cyborg environments. 
Taken together, the projects and visions presented in the various dualism, reflect 
a necessary shift in society towards more sustainable approaches and the 
definition of a new taxonomy of contemporary design, which finds its reasons 
in today’s delicate and urgent global conditions and that reposition the world of 
design in a line of renewed responsibility, towards emergencies that cannot be 
postponed.

Design challenges for the XXI Century

Giovanna Piccinno

DUALISM MANIFESTO
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The numerous contributions organized in essays, 
abstracts, comments, speeches, focus on topics, 
and a large number of images relating to the various 
design experiences, define an incredibly rich 
ensemble of visions and opportunities created by 
seniors and juniors, in an authentic peer-to-peer 
effort to recognize and incoming opportunities, 
between the real and the virtual, the natural and the 
hyper-technological.
This text therefore wishes to highlight the effort 
required to design the fundamental principles of 
value generation, growth and sustainability 
necessary to reach different geographies of the Earth, 
thanks to new approaches to ecology in combination 
with new technologies, while encouraging 
interdisciplinary collaborations.

The skills of the spatial designer thus expand and
integrate into the multi-scale passages of the
project, defining an essential strategic function of
the design-driven “direction” with a humanistic,
polytechnic and interdisciplinary vision.

I want to thank all those who have believed in the 
innovative power of design-thinking and have 
contributed both to the various training opportunities 
and events proposed and to the content of this open 
access book. I also thank the Coordinator Board who 
accompanied, advised and supported me in the 
various strategies over the years.

DUALISM MANIFESTO
FOREWORD
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GEOGRAPHIES OF THE EARTH
Spatial design strategies for other Earth narratives

#context 
#multiscalar
#extrapaces
#patterns

Local-global duality began to appear in scientific debate and on the 
media scene during the 1980s and became more established after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Since the 1990s it has defined a complex, 
multi-scalar economic and social dynamic, which is still evolving. Initially, 
the local-global relationship had a predominantly economic dimension. 
The dissolution of the communist world removed the physical and virtual 
barriers to international trade, commerce and finance. The ensuing 
internationalisation of the markets, also driven by the digitisation of 
economic and social exchanges, has led to the progressive confrontation 
of consumer lifestyles, which in some cases have become heavily 
standardised despite originally being profoundly diverse. The process 
of globalisation has thus led to cultural and social uprooting and the 
flattening of behaviours. In counterpoint, on an evolutionary level this has 
fuelled the gradual rediscovery of “the local”, and of the value (including 
the economic value) of the diversity and uniqueness of knowledge and 
its application in specific geo-economic contexts. “Location”, with its 
own stratifications, historical complexities, cultural traditions, countless 
legacies both artistic and imaginative, and with centuries-old technical 
knowledge – has become a real competitive resource on the global 
market and has triggered local development processes which leverage 
the typical and unique characteristics of the local networks. 
With borders now more permeable (in some cases, they have 
crumbled entirely) and with the expansion in commerce and in the 
movement of capital, the circulation of people and ideas, the diffusion 
and internationalisation of information and the generalised raising of 
knowledge and technologies, the way is now open for an important and 
hitherto unprecedented, even ruthless confrontation between the local 
dimension and the global one. Between the short-distance networks of 
relations between people in the same local neighbourhood or between 
people in nearby communities, and their long-distance counterparts, 
namely the “networks of circulation and cumulative reproduction of 
financial and transnational information capital through which a strategic 
control is exercised on the economy, society and culture”.1 In this sense, 
globalisation has forced - also in a positive sense - the local dimension to 
show its value, often driving it towards new strategic levels of planning.

In the knowledge economy and networked capitalism, in what is thus a 
multi-scalar context, the ability to forge inter-territorial relationships that 
go beyond the local physical proximity of cities, districts and regions is 
one of the main competitive advantages in place marketing. Increasingly, 
the wellbeing of different national communities now depends on the 
interactions between the medium-sized local territorial systems - of which 

1 Farrell, G. [et al.], (1999). La competitività 
territoriale. Costruire una strategia di 
sviluppo territoriale alla luce dell’esperienza 
LEADER’, in Innovazione in ambiente rurale, 
v. 6, no. 1

Giovanna Piccinno
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those communities’ economic, social and environmental fabric are made 
- and the global system they must draw on in order to communicate 
their values. Place marketing can thus help to define strategies which 
can be deployed to induce the people utilising these systems - residents, 
tourists, local or external businesses - to work together for their sustainable 
development in local-global multi-scalar terms.
To guide the decisions that underpin the development of a location, 
a strongly design-centred approach is necessary in order to create a 
system to express the potentials of the place, then use those potentials to 
develop strategies for growth that is coherent with the temporal aspect 
(durable, sustainable development) and also with the spatial aspect, 
so that the growth takes account of the new geographical dimension 
concerning the confrontation between areas and systems of different 
sizes.                 

In a famous lecture held in 1999 on “Globalization and Indigenous Culture”, 
the sociologist Roland Robertson used the conceptual word glocal 
(global + local), arguing that glocalization “means the simultaneity – the 
co-presence – of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies”.2 
“Glocal” refers to the phenomena, register, device, or information capable 
of resonating with the local and transferring to the global, and of being a 
system and place at the same time. Glocal is any event that responds to 
the particular and interconnects with the general.

The complex of these factors has therefore shifted the axis of reflection 
from the purely economic and financial aspects of globalisation to those 
more broadly cultural. This has led to a radical change of perspective at 
a conceptual, instrumental and normative level. The cultural element that 
was only unexpressed or to a great extent subordinate in the economic 
and financial scenario of globalisation has now become dominant, but 
has supported rather than supplanted the economic element traditionally 
linked to the principle of ‘interest’. This rediscovered element asserts 
the primacy of a complex of values linked to religion, language, myths, 
historical memory, landscapes and local heritage in general. Today, the 
debate is thus a lively one, and alternative models of development are 
now taking shape, mediating the economic and cultural aspects of the 
relationship between local and global. The interpretative and strategic 
capacities of the design-thinking approach, when applied in areas such 
as service design and the planning of complex, diverse environments, 
landscapes, spaces and their outfitting - even including the virtual 
spatial dimension - are now part of the process of developing multiscalar 
contemporary contexts, between local and global. 

91

2 Kumaravadivelu, B. (2008). Cultural 
Globalization and Language Education, Yale 
University Press. p. 45
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In the immediate future, we will have to take account of a different 
evolution of globalisation at economic level (which will also influence the 
socio-cultural aspects). This will in all probability materialise in the form of 
macro-regional multipoles. 

Indeed, from a macroeconomic perspective, the economist O’Sullivan 
in his recent book “The Levelling: What’s Next After Globalization” (2019)3, 
argues that total world globalisation is already outdated and that we need 
to look towards the emerging multipolar world. “This will be dominated 
by at least three large regions (perhaps four, depending on how India 
develops): America, the European Union, and a China-centric Asia. They will 
increasingly take different approaches to economic policy, liberty, warfare, 
technology, and society. Mid-sized countries like Russia, Britain, Australia, 
and Japan will struggle to find their place in the world. At the same time, 
new coalitions will emerge, such as a “Hanseatic League 2.0” of small, 
advanced states like those of Scandinavia and the Baltics.” 4 
Multipolarity is based on two fundamental aspects; first, the poles in the 
multipolar world must be significant in terms of economic, financial, and 
geopolitical power; secondly, the essence of multipolarity is not only that 
the poles are large and powerful but also that they can develop original 
and distinct ways of doing things.

NEW GEOGRAPHIES OF THE EARTH_EXTRASPACE 
The geographer Franco Farinelli5 recently observed that Modernity has 
been a driving force behind a radical and structural positioning, with 
the functional transformation of the terrestrial globe into a flat map. 
This reduction (to a two-dimensional geo-political representation) has 
been useful in expressing, controlling and managing the political and 
physical aspects of nation states in Cartesian and numerical terms. As 
there is a relationship between the invisible and the visible, between 
the model we imagine and the one we actually have in front of us, the 
tabular simplification of the Modern gives us a simple, comprehensible 
representation with invented spatial hierarchies such as “centre” and 
“periphery”, which in the twentieth century were the prevailing models 
in the development of the centralised State: a real copy of the abstract 
model (map), which can discipline thought. Linear metric space was the 
defining standard of the twentieth century.
There is now an urgent need to redraw the geography of the Earth, 
starting with the planet itself and its solid dimension, and to restore it to 
its condition of globe. Globalisation produces precisely this, the need to 
return to the terrestrial sphere by dealing with the real physical world, 
not the abstract one of flat maps. The spherical surface of the terrestrial 
globe has no centre and no periphery, but it does have two poles. The very 
high risk now posed by the geopolitical and social model towards which 
we are moving is that it will shortly become multi-polar, as warned by the 
economist O’Sullivan.

3 O’Sullivan, M. (2019). The Levelling: What’s 
Next After Globalization, PublicAffairs, New 
York

4 https://www.economist.com/open-
future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-
and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-
order

5 Farinelli, F. (2009). La crisi della ragione 
cartografica, Einaudi, Turin

https://www.economist.com/open-future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-order
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-order
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-order
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2019/06/28/globalisation-is-dead-and-we-need-to-invent-a-new-world-order
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We thus need to reinvent our reference model of the world in order to 
really understand how it works - no longer according to the rules of 
Modernity, but in ways which are conditioned by a networked system that 
transcends all spatial and temporal limits. 
As observed by the physicist Rovelli – in the elaboration of the relativistic 
conception –  the World and the Universe can be understood as a 
network of events (Rovelli, 2017)6.

The very concept of context - historical, geo-political, physical, linguistic 
and so on – in the networked 4D scenario, transcends the sense of geo-
localisation and space-time, as it can evade the local physical limits and 
tie itself to meanings influenced by the set of events and circumstances 
within which the project event takes place, and by which it appears to be 
influenced, between reality and virtual reality, space and cyberspace.
To gain a broad multivision of the meaning of context, it may be helpful 
to think of the structural idea offered by the linguistic dimension of 
philosophy, which tells us that a context is primarily everything that 
accompanies a text. The context thus characterised is then divided 
into linguistic context and extralinguistic context. The linguistic context 
consists of the parts of the narrative that precede and follow a certain 
text; the extralinguistic context is the part of the world in which the text 
is produced. It includes the time when the text was produced; the place 
it was produced; the author that produced it; the recipient and also the 
encyclopaedic knowledge of both author and recipient, which each of 
them assumes is possessed by the other7.

It may be interesting to transpose those meanings in order to define an 
“extraspace” context , by linking the areas described above with the 
virtual, global dimension of the new geography, in order to focus on the 
planning of  diverse landscapes or contemporary contextual patterns.
Although the traditional literature on geographical phenomena persists in 
describing patterns of world migration or collective ecological risks within 
the confines of nation-states by analysing, for instance, the gradients 
of density or land-use categories which overlook many of the radically 
different morphologies and typologies currently emerging around the 
globe (Sarkis, 2011) 8, the geographical reality is controlled by vectors: 
“forces that intervene in the evolution, transformation and structure of 
landscapes, as well as in social, political and economic activity, forces in 
which the prediction is always relative, shifting and changing”. From this 
point of view, we can say that geography predicts a vectorised project 
that encloses different forces than that of prefigured reality” (Morales, 
2003)9. 

DUALISM MANIFESTO
LOCAL | GLOBAL

6 Rovelli, C. (2017). L’ordine del tempo, 
Adelphi Edizioni, Milan

7 Frigerio, A.; Raynaud, S. (2006). “Contesto”, 
in Eniclopedia Filosofica, vol. 3. Milan: 
Bompiani, 2006, page 2233

8 Professor of Landscape Architecture and 
Urbanism in Muslim Societies, Harvard 
University Graduate School of Design

9 Gausa, M. [et al.], coordination, Susanna 
Cros (2003). Geography’ in: The Metapolis 
dictionary of advanced architecture: city, 
technology and society in the information 
age, Actar, Barcelona
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Nowadays, those forces are dense, strong, interconnected and sometimes 
conflictual, but in other cases collaborative, defining different sequences 
of perception, fruition, and development. The ability to read and interpret 
those vectors represents the various qualities of the spatial projects. 
Phenomena like the movement of migration, or the density of pollution, 
beyond the borders of nation-states define flows maps, made up of 
vectors that draw contemporary models, helping to map the problems, 
understand the complexity, and define design hypotheses. Software such 
as the GIS (Geographic Information System) easily allows the acquisition, 
recording, analysis, display and return of geo-referenced information. 
This enables big data to be mapped in an interrelated way, defining 
different patterns and matrices, freely selecting the parameters and their 
location and providing original interpretative models for the project.

INTERDISCIPLINARY STUDIES, GLOBAL ISSUES AND THE SPATIAL DESIGN 
APPROACH
The current generalised climatic-environmental and economic crisis, 
which has been accentuated and accelerated by the pandemic that 
began in 2020, has definitively highlighted what was already widely 
evident for capitalist economies: the profound contradiction in the 
twentieth-century model of economic development, which is essentially 
based on a system of production that revolves around continuous 
growth and the relative exponential consumption of non-renewable 
natural resources. There is clearly an urgent need for a change of course, 
and for the intervention of dominant economic models coordinated by 
the members of the European Union 10 and United Nations 11, in order to 
radically modify the profitability frameworks that are now undermining 
the solidity of our ecological, social and political systems, and in doing 
so triggering deep social unease as well as huge discrepancies in the 
defence of human rights globally.
To succeed in pursuing at least some of these global issues and complex 
objectives, the EU has worked with global partners to encourage and 
strengthen international engagement on climate. The EU has been key in 
negotiating and upholding the landmark international agreements on the 
environment – the UN Climate Convention, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris 
Agreement – and it continues to support the goals and aspirations they 
represent. 

In December 2019, the European Commission announced the European 
Green Deal as the strategy through which to achieve EU climate neutrality 
by 2050. The Green Deal includes measures such as: investing in 
environmentally-friendly technologies, supporting innovation, helping the 
development of cleaner forms of transport and decarbonising the energy 
sector by making buildings more energy efficient, in order to progress 
towards a real energy transition and work internationally to improve 
standards around the world. 

10 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/it/
policies/climate-change/

11 https://www.un.org/en/climatechange

GIOVANNA PICCINNO
GEOGRAPHIES OF THE EARTH
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12 Piccinno, G. (2021). A New Taxonomy for 
Spatial Design in the post-Anthropocene 
Era, in: Camocini, B.; Vergani, F., From 
Human-centered to More-than-human 
Design and beyond. Exploring the transition, 
Franco Angeli, Milan, p. 91

What is new about the EU’s climate-neutrality goal and the Green Deal 
is that they require action from all sectors of the economy and also 
integrate climate and environmental considerations across all areas of 
EU policy. This is known as climate mainstreaming.  The energy sector, 
as we know, is in particular need of major transformation. To achieve 
these goals, it is vital that EU citizens and stakeholders play a part. The EU 
Green Deal includes a European Climate Pact, the aim of which is to foster 
engagement and cooperation among practices, individuals, communities, 
and organisations, to encourage people to commit to concrete actions 
aimed at reducing their own greenhouse gas emissions. It is necessary 
to trigger a shift of interests, coinciding with a complete redefinition of 
the values held by the current main 12 economies; as Clement observed, 
a movement of substitution and not of violence, which presupposes 
slowness, progressiveness and the awareness of the masses (2014) 13. 
In urban development and territorial and spatial research, we are now 
seeing an increasing number of new interdisciplinary studies (such as 
landscape ecological urbanism or post-metropolitan studies), which are 
attempting to respond to the complexity of global issues like the collective 
environmental risk, world migration, the cosmopolis vision and diffuse 
urban-suburban-rural relational aspects. Problems that were in the past 
generally confined to the domains of engineering, ecology, economy, 
geography, architecture or regional planning are now looking for different 
answers and expressions, through the agile spatial design approach 14,  
moving towards a multidisciplinary-interdisciplinary and multiscalar 
dimension.    
In this evolving process, designers are becoming increasingly engaged in 
addressing and transforming larger contexts and in making them more 
legible and expressive, by adopting a wide range of technical and formal 
possibilities to resolve these geographical aspects, which encompass very 
different scales of spatial planning, from the very large to the very small. 
The practice of design can cover a multitude of scales – including district 
projects, the reform of neglected or developing parts of urban areas and 
cities, the design of neighbourhoods, the connecting landscape, interstitial 
urbanism, spatial devices, homes and the objects found in them as well as 
the informational relationship between them – linking global and local.

MULTISCALAR EPITOMES
In this geographical, local-global, multipolar and multifaceted reality, 
today’s spatial projects thus become multiscalar phenomena: a kind of 
epitome 15. As an epitome is a concentration of its fundamental dynamics 
and a transfer, a movement in synergy with the place, it is also capable 
of causing a scalar jump towards other scenarios beyond its edges 
(Gausa, 2003) 16 . Urban spaces and complex landscapes are an obvious 
manifestation of such processes. Multiscalar epitomes are spaces of 
mixed formations, structural networks, interstitial landscapes and in-
between spaces. 

13 Clément, G. (2014). L’aternative ambiante, 
Sens Et Tonka Ed.

14 Piccinno, G. (2020). 5 Spatial Design 
Tactics, Maggioli-Design&, Arcangelo di 
Romagna 
   Piccinno, G. (2021), A New Taxonomy for 
Spatial Design in the post-Anthropocene 
(op. cit), p. 92

15 The Epitome is a carefully chosen 
combination, which although incomplete, 
can represent something wider.

16 Gausa, M. [et al.], coordination, Susanna 
Cros, (2003), The Metapolis dictionary of 
advanced architecture: city, technology 
and society in the information age, Actar, 
Barcelona
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Today, the guidelines for large projects must respond to the question 
of complex landscapes and spaces (neglected, residual, hyper-built, 
mining and so on) by seeking a new idea of space that combines 
the smallest (spatial design and equipment) with the infinitely large 
(planetary geographies), moving towards different project ethics and an 
interpretative rethinking of these complex physical and social spaces. 
Landscapes of migration, extraction and abandoned or overused 
spaces are, among other things, mirrors of the controversial processes 
of planetary urbanisation, often linked to social and environmental 
exploitation. Consequently, on the largest scale, we need to explore a 
different vision of the spatial project by modifying our design tools to 
activate design strategies and construct other narratives for the Earth 
(Piccinno, 2021) 17. 

PERISCOPE_SPATIAL DESIGN INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH HUB 
Due to these urgent and diverse ethical and global conditions,  the  
PERISCOPE design research, which I have undertaken in recent years 
at the Polimi School of Design_MSc in Interior and Spatial Design, on an 
international platform, has had to tackle the challenge of identifying a 
new taxonomy of contemporary spatial design, in order to lead the ‘world 
of the project’ in a new direction, oriented towards humanitarian and 
ecological emergencies, to trace new geographies of the Earth and to run 
new, sustainable ‘landscapes’.

• Earth station. Many hands
Michele De Lucchi presented his research on Earth Station at 
Periscope | Ouverture_Next step: stop - 2019. Many Hands - Amdl 
Circle, a new type of building designed to facilitate and promote 
encounters and cultural exchange, and to foster productive human 
relations. ‘Many Hands Earth Stations’ are destined for those areas 
of the planet whose particular climatic conditions have stimulated 
local craftsmanship with a strong identity, which continues to flourish 
even today, despite the expansion of the global economy. They are 
large buildings, crafted by many hands and people working together, 
using primordial techniques. Because even today, humankind can 
construct its most representative symbols by hand, without using 
any machinery, automation or technology for moulding, transport 
or assembly. This is a concrete answer to sustainability: not only are 
these buildings made from natural materials and built according to 
natural principles, they can also be repaired and transformed at any 
time.

• Climate performance
Climate change is real. The Earth is heating up, causing thousands of 
environmental refugees. By 2050, there will be more than 143 million. 

GIOVANNA PICCINNO
GEOGRAPHIES OF THE EARTH

17 Piccinno, G. (2021). A New Taxonomy for 
Spatial Design in the post-Anthropocene 
Era, in: Camocini, B.; Vergani, F., From 
Human-centered to More-than-human 
Design and beyond. Exploring the transition, 
Franco Angeli, Milan



97

The Interdisciplinary and International Workshops Periscope | Climate 
Performance 2017-2018, led by Markus Jatsch (MSP Studio) and 
Cristina Morbi, attempted to communicate the performative aspects 
of climate change through the impact of time on a public space 
design installation within the urban context of Milan. A landscape is 
understood as an artificial environment designed and created by 
man. This understanding is a crucial foundation for tackling climate 
change.

• Extraction Places_scapes
The Interdisciplinary and International Workshop Periscope | 
Extractions Places_scapes_ 2020, led by Camillo Boano (UCL) and 
Alexandros Tsamis (Case mit), with Elisa Cattaneo, looked at extraction 
places as an opportunity to redeem these spaces of natural and also 
human exploitation. 
Despite their key role, extraction places are fragile and precarious. 
Regardless of the size of a settlement or its legal definition, if it is 
part of the extractive economy it is usually considered a “field”, a 
temporary life centre that forms part of the industry and overall 
extraction infrastructure. The three main fragilities of these spaces 
are: morphological/spatial, environmental/ecological, and social. 
Starting from this context of weakness, from the “differential” place it is 
necessary to establish a new open process by defining and reworking 
the apparent territorial, social and political weaknesses into new 
potential and new types of resources. 
This generates new geographies ranging from the infinitely large 
to the infinitely small, overcoming the pure geographical borders 
in favour of a new system of coordinates and parameters: a new 
geography of possibilities.

DUALISM MANIFESTO
LOCAL | GLOBAL

Giovanna Piccinno presenting the 
Periscope_Spatial Design International 
Research hub reseach approach and 
methodology during the Ouverture 2019-20 
event Periscope, Politecnico di Milano, MSc. 
in Interior and Spatial Design.
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