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Il Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani del 
Politecnico di Milano è tra i dipartimenti italiani 
finanziati dal Ministero dell’Università e della Ricerca 
per il periodo 2018-2022 nell’ambito dell’iniziativa 
‘Dipartimenti di Eccellenza’. Per il quinquennio, il dastu 
si è impegnato a esplorare i processi articolati e plurali di 
fragilizzazione del rapporto tra spazio e società.
Un primo lavoro, presentato in questo servizio, è 
una descrizione di alcune declinazioni della fragilità 
territoriali a partire dalle diverse angolazioni dalle 
quali il tema è affrontato in 16 diverse linee di ricerca. 
L’obiettivo di questo lavoro è stato quello di aprire un 
dialogo sulle definizioni che consentisse di costruire una 
prima base – un lessico comune – per lo sviluppo di 
questo complesso programma di ricerca.
Parole chiave: fragilità; lessico; progetto

A research project on Territtorial Fragilities
The Department of architecture and Urban Studies 
(dastu) of Politecnico of Milan has been awarded 
‘excellence department’ by the Italian Ministry of 
University and Research for the period 2018-2022. In 
these five years the department is exploring the complex 
and multiple phenomena that engendered processes of 
fragilization of the relation between space and society.
A first work, presented in this section, is a description of 
some interpretations of territorial fragilities based on 14 
different lines of research. The main goal of this work 
is to open a dialog on different definitions of territorial 
fragilities able to build a base – a common lexicon – for 
the development of this complex research program.
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Il Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani del Politecnico di 
Milano è tra i dipartimenti italiani finanziati dal Ministero dell’Uni-
versità e della Ricerca (miur) per il periodo 2018-2022 nell’ambito 
dell’iniziativa ‘Dipartimenti di Eccellenza’. Per il quinquennio, il 
dastu si è impegnato a esplorare i processi articolati e plurali di 
fragilizzazione del rapporto tra spazio e società. 
Sul progetto ‘Fragilità Territoriali’ sono al lavoro 16 assegnisti 
di ricerca, 12 dottorandi, oltre a molti gruppi di docenti, con 
l’obiettivo di costruire un centro di competenze capace di 
diventare un punto di riferimento per la riflessione attorno al 
tema. Per accompagnare questa attività è stato costituito un 
Advisory Board che include i responsabili delle tre strutture di 
governo che si occupano di diverse dimensioni della fragilità: 
Casa Italia, Protezione Civile e Aree Interne, oltre ad alcuni 
studiosi e responsabili di centri di ricerca rilevanti in campo 
internazionale. 
I territori fragili sono le aree interne, montane o collinari le 
cui condizioni di marginalità sono spesso aggravate dal rischio 
idrogeologico o sismico; sono molte aree del Sud in Italia; sono 
le periferie delle grandi città, che non a caso sono sempre nella 
agenda elettorale dei candidati sindaci.
La ricetta economica dominante negli ultimi decenni, della con-
centrazione degli investimenti e delle risorse nelle aree forti dei 
diversi paesi, ha fatto sì che mentre si realizzavano infrastrut-
ture di ogni tipo, dorsali di fibre ottiche, treni ad alta velocità, 
potenziamento degli aeroporti, grandi eventi nelle principali 
metropoli, i territori fragili sono stati oggetto al più di politiche 
di ‘coesione territoriale’ o di assistenza pubblica tout court, che 
non sono state in grado di bloccare il processo di declino e di spo-
polamento. Perché di fatto la reazione è stata quella, dell’‘exit’ 
per le popolazioni più dinamiche che potevano migrare, come 
suggerisce Albert Hirschman, o della ‘voice’ attraverso il voto 
per tutti coloro che sono restati intrappolati nel loro territorio 
dimenticato dalle politiche, e che per ciò stesso debbono conti-
nuare a esprimere ‘loyalty’ nei confronti del proprio territorio 
pur vivendo l’esperienza di un progressivo deterioramento delle 
condizioni di abitabilità (Hirschman, 1970).
Come spiega bene Andrés Rodríguez-Pose (2018) con le sue analisi 
alla scala globale, il messaggio implicito nella gran parte dei paesi 
occidentali, lanciato dalle politiche nazionali in era neo-liberista, 
è stato che solo dirigendosi verso le città più dinamiche si potesse 
aspirare a migliorare le proprie condizioni di vita. Un messaggio 
che ha legittimato l’abbandono dei territori fragili e provocato il 
rancore delle popolazioni che non potevano far altro che restare. 
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Le fotografie che accompagnano questo 
servizio sono state scattate da Agim Kërçuku 
nel territorio marchigiano nel settembre 2019. 
L’itinerario dei distretti industriali, delle città 
medie e dei territori colpiti dal sisma fa parte 
di un più ampio progetto di viaggio nell’Italia 
dei territori fragili, che l’autore sta compiendo 
con Arturo Lanzani.
The photographs published in this section 
were taken by Agim Kërçuku in September 
2019 in the Marche region. The itinerary 
through industrial districts, medium-sized 
towns and areas affected by the earthquake 
is part of a wider project through the fragile 
territories of Italy, which the author is carrying 
out with Arturo Lanzani.

1. Chiusa di Ginestreto (Pesaro-Urbino), 
settembre 2019 (43°51’46.739” 
N 12°48’49.03” E).

Un rancore che si è tradotto nella vendetta dei territori che non 
contano, espressa nel voto per Trump, per la Brexit, nella ascesa 
di movimenti come i Gilet Gialli in Francia, o di molti partiti 
populisti in diverse parti d’Europa, Italia compresa. 
Pensiamo a quanti ‘rami secchi’ delle ferrovie sono stati tagliati 
nelle aree deboli del nostro paese mentre si investivano enormi 
capitali nell’alta velocità; a quanti ospedali sono stati chiusi per 
una logica di razionalizzazione cieca alle esigenze dei territori; 
a quante scuole sono state cancellate sulla base degli stessi 
criteri; allo stato di abbandono di molte infrastrutture, dagli 
acquedotti alle strade, in molte parti del territorio. 
In Italia per molto tempo il tema non è comparso nella agenda 
delle politiche nazionali, se non sotto il frustrante capitolo 
della necessità di interventi straordinari per il Mezzogiorno. 
Guardando alle diverse forme e ai movimenti di protesta sembra 
di poter osservare che quelle territoriali sono disuguaglianze 
che arrivano a pesare addirittura più delle disuguaglianze di 
reddito. Se un soggetto nasce in un quartiere povero di una 
grande città o in un’area interna le sue opportunità sono pe-
santemente costrette dal contesto spaziale e territoriale nel 
quale sviluppa le sue capacità. 
La ventata populista che attraversa il mondo sta rendendo 
evidente che mentre fino a ieri ci si poteva relativamente 
disinteressare dei territori marginali, continuando a pensare 
che ci si poteva fare ben poco, e che bisognava continuare ad 

alimentare le ‘locomotive dello sviluppo’ per trascinare anche 
il resto dei paesi, oggi, quando molte forze antisistema hanno 
conquistato il potere, ci si rende conto che le loro politiche 
rischiano di portare a fondo anche le aree forti e le economie 
nazionali, come si vede nel caso della Brexit.
Tornare a occuparsi seriamente delle fragilità territoriali è 
dunque una necessità e assieme una grande opportunità. 
È una necessità per i motivi detti, cioè per evitare che la deri-
va intrapresa si accentui e porti a crisi senza ritorno di interi 
sistemi socio-economici.
È una opportunità perché nei territori fragili sono presenti stra-
ordinarie risorse, umane, paesaggistiche, culturali e ambientali, 
che se supportate da nuove politiche basate sullo specifico 
capitale territoriale, possono portare un beneficio economico 
e sociale per tutti.
Ci sono grandi risorse nelle periferie urbane, dove le reti as-
sociative molto spesso presenti possono essere i punti di forza 
di veri progetti di rigenerazione urbana. 
Bisogna naturalmente intendersi su cosa sia oggi periferia 
(Petrillo, 2018) e interrogarsi su quali politiche abbiano senso 
a valle di una stagione, apertasi con gli anni ’90 del secolo 
scorso, sulla quale non è stata fatta una seria valutazione 
(Urban@it, 2018). 
Periferia urbana non è più solo quanto sta attorno al perimetro 
della grande città. Molto spesso ritroviamo quartieri critici 
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in aree semicentrali. Molti indicatori di sofferenza urbana 
mostrano che fenomeni di invecchiamento, sovraffollamento, 
bassi livelli di istruzione, concentrazione di migranti, si sono 
estesi ad aree periurbane esterne e a molti territori in-between 
di grandi regioni urbane (Balducci, Fedeli, Curci, 2017). 
Capire cosa come e dove operare sulle periferie è un compito 
importante che si deve liberare della path dependency di politi-
che che hanno guardato quasi esclusivamente alle città centrali 
delle grandi aree metropolitane. La situazione è cambiata: c’è 
una nuova agenda di ricerca i cui connotati si vanno chiarendo 
su cui occorre lavorare.
Ci sono grandi risorse nelle montagne che non possono essere 
guardate più solo come meta turistica o come riserva di mate-
riali da costruzione, di risorse idriche, energetiche e ambien-
tali, ma debbono e possono essere integrate in una rinnovata 
relazione con le città. Sono forse i territori che più a lungo 
hanno conosciuto processi di spopolamento, pur nelle loro 
profonde diversità, dalle basse valli fino alla montagna interna. 
Oggi trovano una nuova accessibilità con le reti e il web che 
rompono i fenomeni di esclusione socio-culturale propri della 
vita in piccole comunità e aprono verso un insediamento resi-
denziale e produttivo per chi ricerca un diverso rapporto con 
la natura e l’ambiente, anche in connessione con i fenomeni 
di riscaldamento delle pianure dovuto al cambiamento clima-
tico. È una prospettiva difficile ma che vede già lo sviluppo di 
riflessioni ed esperienze estremamente interessanti (De Rossi, 
2016, 2018; Dematteis, 2018). 
Ci sono grandi risorse nelle aree interne, nei mille borghi 
dell’Italia minore, fuori dagli itinerari del turismo di massa, 
come ha segnalato la Strategia Nazionale per le Aree Interne 
che con poche risorse e con pazienza, ripartendo dai territori, 
sta disegnando possibili vie di uscita dalle traiettorie del declino 
(Lucatelli, Tantillo, 2018). Si tratta di aree che pur godendo 
di uno straordinario patrimonio ambientale e storico-artistico 
sono afflitte da molte fragilità: la contrazione della economia 
locale in primo luogo; la pericolosità sismica e idrogeologica; 
lo spopolamento accentuato dalla esposizione al rischio; il 
conseguente invecchiamento della popolazione; ma anche la 
fragilità politica, se così si può dire, di contesti che non sono 
stati in grado di reagire alle difficoltà spesso anche a causa di 
blocchi locali provocati da chi ha avuto interesse nel mante-
nimento dello status quo.
Di fronte a queste necessità e a queste opportunità il nostro 
compito di architetti, urbanisti e studiosi del territorio è quello 
di lavorare sul doppio binario della lettura e interpretazione e 
delle indicazioni per la costruzione di progetti e politiche efficaci. 
Sappiamo bene che molti tentativi per affrontare i problemi dello 
sviluppo ritardato, ad esempio nel Mezzogiorno, sono falliti. 
Dobbiamo quindi ricercare strade inedite che forse proprio 
ripartendo dal nucleo delle nostre competenze prevalenti sulle 
dimensioni spaziali e territoriali possono trovare un interessante 
‘bandolo della matassa’ per sbrogliare i nodi che hanno tenuto 
in ombra i territori fragili.
Il passo del progetto nel quadro del programma ministeriale 
‘Dipartimenti di eccellenza’ ci invita a lavorare in profondità 
sapendo che non basta sollevare il problema e dirigere l’atten-
zione sul tema delle fragilità territoriali. Occorre essere in grado 
di produrre una thick description della natura dei problemi e 
delle opportunità. 

Sullo sfondo dei nostri primi esercizi analitici sta la necessità di 
assumere un atteggiamento progettuale che credo possa essere 
ispirato dal ‘possibilismo’ di Hirschman il quale, in un’altra 
epoca ma con grande attualità, confrontandosi con i proble-
mi dello sviluppo in situazioni di difficoltà, raccomandava la 
necessità di abbandonare modelli e ricette standardizzate per 
ricercare risorse nascoste da attivare. «Possibilism is based on 
the belief that change within any given setting is possible, but 
that identifying agents of change requires a propensity to search 
for hidden rationalities or interpretations of local settings which 
at first sight might be counter-intuitive» (Hirschman, 1958).
Sono queste razionalità nascoste e nuove interpretazioni che 
possono consentire di individuare vie di uscita sorprendenti e 
creative da situazioni bloccate, capaci di contrastare rassegna-
zione e sensazione di impotenza, contrapponendo il possibile 
al probabile, sviluppando strategie che cercano di capire come 
trasformare debolezze in punti di forza, che lavorano su con-
seguenze inattese e su capacità endogene che permettono di 
trasformarle in risorse.
In questa prospettiva un primo lavoro che viene presentato in 
questo servizio è una descrizione di alcune declinazioni della 
fragilità territoriali a partire dalle diverse angolazioni dalle 
quali il tema è affrontato nelle nostre linee di ricerca.
I ricercatori post-doc del progetto, attraverso un confronto 
sviluppatosi in una serie di seminari, (anche con il contributo 
di reviewer esterni), hanno selezionato 14 parole-chiave che 
definiscono allo stesso tempo il campo della ricerca dipartimen-
tale e le definizioni rilevanti che consentono di rappresentare 
16 linee di ricerca e i loro possibili sviluppi. 
L’obiettivo è stato quello di aprire un dialogo sulle definizioni 
che consentisse di costruire una prima base comune per lo 
sviluppo del programma di ricerca che la nostra comunità sta 
affrontando.
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Territorial Fragilities 
in Italy. Defining a 
Common Lexicon
Catherine Dezio, Bruna Vendemmia, Giulia Setti, Domenico 
D’Uva, Fabio Lepratto, Lavinia Dondi, Nicole De Togni, Elena 
Fontanella, Gloria Pessina, Alisia Tognon, Michele Morganti, 
Matteo Del Fabbro, Agim Kërçuku, Cristiana Mattioli

Politecnico di Milano, Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani

This lexicon aims at interpreting the concept of 
‘Territorial Fragilities’ toward different approaches. 
Abandonment, Accessibility, Adaptation, Connection, 
Housing, Landscape, Narrative, Peripheries, Policies, 
Prototyping, Regeneration, Segregation, Shrinkage 
and Welfare, are different points of view that open to 
design directions and strategies to work on territorial 
fragilities.
Material and immaterial fragilities are linked to: 
lack, poorness or obsolescence of existing building and 
infrastructure, changes in social structure, emerging 
individual needs. After a theoretical introduction, the 
headwords will present different tactics that may lead to 
the construction of ‘thick description’ as well as furnish 
guidelines for more effective design and policies to 
manage territorial fragilities.
Keywords: territorial fragilities; interpretation; design 
strategies

Fragilità territoriali in Italia. 
Verso un lessico comune
Questo testo interpreta il concetto di ‘Fragilità 
Territoriale’ attraverso diversi approcci. Abbandono, 
Accessibilità, Adattamento, Connessioni, Abitare, 
Paesaggio, Narrazione, Periferie, Politiche, 
Prototipazione, Rigenerazione, Segregazione, Shrinkage 
e Welfare, rappresentano diversi punti di vista che 
aprono a direzioni di progetto e possibili strategie di 
lavoro sulle fragilità territoriali.
Fragilità materiali e immateriali sono legate a: 
mancanza o obsolescenza degli edifici e delle 
infrastrutture esistenti, cambi nella struttura sociale, 
nuovi bisogni individuali. Dopo un’introduzione teorica, 
i lemmi presentano diverse tattiche che, lavorando su 
doppio binario, forniscono sia una descrizione attenta 
del concetto che possibili linee guida per governare le 
fragilità territoriali.
Parole chiave: fragilità territoriali; interpretazione; 
strategie progettuali
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The Department of Architecture and Urban Studies (dastu) is 
developing a project that aims to establish a research centre 
to study the concept of Territorial Fragilities (tf). Thanks to 
the multidisciplinary composition of dastu, it was developed a 
bottom-up process that puts in place sixteen lines of research for 
the Territorial Fragilities project.1 A scientific committee and a 
post-doctoral research fellow are assigned to every line of research, 
each focusing on specialist aspects of territorial fragility and 
providing a privileged perspective to observe the phenomenon.
The idea of drafting such a lexicon comes from Giancarlo Viesti’s2 

suggestion of formulating a common ground – as he proposed 
during one of the first research meetings. This idea was devel-
oped from the beginning of the project. It took shape through 
debate and exchange, sometimes informal and private, other 
times more public and official.
The authors thank all the committees who accompany them 
through the twofold process of building a rich body of knowl-
edge in their research subject as well as reinforcing transversal 
connections. Furthermore, we thank Marco Bovati3 and Giovanni 
Carrosio,4 who inspired a very fruitful discussion during a round 
table held at the aesop 2019 annual congress:5 the outcomes 
contributed to the writing of this collective text. 
Territorial Fragility is an emerging concept not yet fully explored. 
One of the most relevant theoretical references for the concept 
of fragility can be found in Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s work. 
He elaborates on the concept of fragility and on its antonym, 
anti-fragility, which the author says is: «beyond robustness 
and resilience» (Taleb, 2012: 29). However, in the context of 
territorial fragility, risk analysis literature refers mainly to very 
specialistic dimensions like hydrogeological and seismic risk. 
The lexicon seeks to characterize the complex meaning of tf 
through a double operation: first, by building a specific field-map 
for each line of research and secondly by defining a network of 
concepts that connects those sixteen different lines of research. 
It provides a potentially useful tool for sharing knowledge 
on tf among the different members of the research group, as 
well as with the scientific community, the general public and 
institutions.
The text dedicated to each term should be seen as a critical es-
say that interprets the concept of tf with regard to the different 
meanings and dimensions, starting from the sixteen lines of 
research. The final aim is not to define the words/concepts in a 
deterministic way, but rather to propose a research hypothesis 
that interrelates all the concepts with one another and with the 
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2. Amandola (Ascoli Piceno), September 2019 (42°58'48.079" N 13°21'32.149" E).

main theme, seeking to go beyond «oversimplified specializa-
tion» and allowing us to discover, on the other hand, the «signif-
icance of integrated experiences» (Buckminster Fuller, 2008: 33). 
In the text, the integration of the different concepts is highlight-
ed by mentioning the interrelated words in square brackets 
[words*], while the three essays written by Alessandro Balducci, 
Daniele Chiffi and Francesco Curci and Francesco Infussi offer 
a theoretical and contextual framework and provide useful ele-
ments for an overreading of the work. The result is an evolving 

process more than a finished product, a cadavre exquis in which 
the relation between the different concepts may vary according 
to the different phases of the research.
The texts are bilingual: those edited by Balducci and Infussi 
are in Italian, Chiffi and Curci article and the lexicon itself are 
in English. As the tf project has an international perspective, 
this choice was made in order to share our preliminary findings 
with as many scholars as possible, although some translation 
concerns have arisen in some cases for the words selected.
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The methodology applied to select the words involved a very 
long, complex process that included a review of existing lexi-
cons6 and extensive brainstorming to decide how many words 
should be entered. We finally agreed to work on this text as a 
statement of future research developments, which is ultimately 
also why each author (tf project research fellow) identified a 
symbolic word that could simultaneously contain and express 
the core and the intentions of the research. 
Fourteen words were extrapolated from the sixteen lines of 
research and four main points were analysed for each, namely:
1. Origin of the term, etymology, and different current uses of 
the word; 2. Interpretation of the word with reference to the 
author’s background and with reference to the specific research 
field; 3. Analysis of the connection between the world and the 
concept of tf, looking at the different dimensions of territorial 
fragilities identified by Francesco Infussi: i) an intrinsic state of 
the system; ii) an insurgent condition; iii) the interruption of an 
evolutionary process; 4. Open questions and design dimension. 
This shared structure was necessary because of the variety of 
subjects analysed in the selected words: in some cases they refer 
to a fragility (Abandonment, Landscape, Narrative, Peripheries, 
Shrinkage, Segregation), in others, they contribute to generating 
fragilities (Accessibility, Connections, Housing, Welfare), or 
they aim to solve fragilities (Regeneration, Adaptation, Policies, 
Prototyping).
To highlight the different approaches while clarifying the con-
nections with the main subject we decided to accompany some 
of the titles with an adverbial phrase or an adjective. Thus, 
Accessibility and Housing become ‘lack of’ Accessibility and 
Housing; Welfare was qualified with ‘inadequacy of’ Welfare; 
Connections are ‘slow’, and Adaptation is completed with ‘in 
search of’. The words not qualified by these expressions already 
refer to an innate or operative condition of fragility. 
Last but not least, we hope this work may drive a change of per-
spective, helping to imagine how fragilities may be transformed 
into strengths, and lead to an interpretative reading of territories 
and spaces. (Elena Fontanella, Bruna Vendemmia)

Notes

1. The 16 lines of research are: StraDe – Strengths and weaknesses of 
the economic and territorial development strategies for depressed areas; 
ExSeg – Inequalities and dynamics of exclusion and socio-spatial segrega-
tion; ReScale – Multiscale project for resilient cities and regions; ShrinkIT 
– The fragility of Italian territories characterized by socio-demographic 
shrinkage and/or with a surplus of built and infrastructural assets; 
ProLand – Landscape mapping, policies and projects for development 
and regeneration of fragile territories; BioBuild – Bioclimatic strategies 
for sustainable regeneration of residential buildings and environment; 
WelPhy – The material legacy of welfare: spaces, processes and policies; 
SafeHer – Conceptual and operational models for the safeguard and 
design for fragile heritage and territories; SlowHer – Cultural regenera-
tion of fragile areas by slow and light infrastructures; MegaHer – Mega 

events, paradigm change and urban heritage; MapFrag – Mapping 
Fragile Landscapes; ForDwell – Form, Use and Space for Contemporary 
Dwelling; PeriFrag – Urban and metropolitan peripheries as fragile ter-
ritories; FrAM – Mobility and Accessibility to deal with the territorial 
fragilities; ReArch – Architectural Recycle and Re-Use; ProPol – Policies 
and programs for territorial fragilities.
2. Gianfranco Viesti is full professor of Applied Economics at the De-
partment of Political Sciences (Università degli Studi di Bari – Aldo 
Moro). He is also a member of the scientific committee of the Territorial 
Fragilities project.
3. Marco Bovati is associate professor in Architectural and Urban Design 
at the Department of Architecture and Urban Studies (Politecnico di 
Milano). He is also a member of the Coordination Group of the project 
Territorial Fragilities (Communication and Outreach).
4. Giovanni Carrosio is assistant professor of Sociology of the Environment 
and of the Territory, at the Department of Political and Social Sciences 
(Università degli Studi di Trieste).
5. aesop Annual Conference 2019 – Planning in Transition. Round table 
‘Territorial Fragilities in Italy. Defining a common lexicon’, 10 July 2019, 
Iuav, Ex Cotonificio. Participants: Nicole De Togni, Catherine Dezio, 
Lavinia Dondi, Domenico D’Uva, Elena Fontanella, Agim Kërçuku, Fabio 
Lepratto, Gloria Pessina, Giulia Setti, Bruna Vendemmia. Closing remarks: 
Marco Bovati, Giovanni Carrosio.
6. Bifulco L., Borghi V., Bricocoli M., Mauri D., 2018; Braidotti R., 
Hlavaiova M., 2018; Corbellini G., 2016; Davies C., 2011; Di Franco A., 
2006; Eleb M., 2014; Forty A., 2004; Laboratorio Città Pubblica, 2009; 
Marini S., Corbellini G., 2016; Pasqui G., 2017; Pileri P., 2018; Schreiner 
A.C., Tronquet M., 2018.
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Abandonment
Catherine Dezio
(catherine.dezio@polimi.it)

Abandonment is confirmed as being 
from 12th-century legal French, with the 
expression ‘a ban doner’ becoming the 
verb ‘abandoner’, namely ‘to make freely 
available’, ‘to allow someone to do as they 
wish’. The term ‘etre à bandon’ comes 
from the same context, meaning ‘to be em-
powered’. The concept was linked to the 
sale by tender, a public auction, which be-
came the concept of leaving something to 
the mercy of a world over which we have 
no power. The verb entered the Occitan 
language as ‘abandonar’, entering Catalan 
from the 13th century, Spanish from the 
1420s. The Old French influenced Italian 
to develop ‘abbandonare’, used from the 
13th century. In Late Middle English, 
we find ‘abandon’ and in the latter 15th 
century it acquired the meaning of ‘leave, 
forsake, desert’ someone or something 
in need.
Today ‘abandonment’ refers to a con-
dition whereby someone or something 
has been left to its own devices for an 
indefinitely long time. If we abandon 
someone or something, we break a pact 
or a relationship with others (or someone 
break a pact with themselves) and the act 
involves two subjects: one who actively 
breaks the relationship and another pas-
sively suffering the tangible and intan-
gible consequences of that interruption. 
We abandon ourselves to destiny. We 
abandon an idea, a competition, a battle, 
relinquishing the experience of the energy 
of life as we surrender to defeat. Physical 
abandonment can be of a person, a child, 
a pet, an object, a team, or a place. There 
may be distress or suffering for those 
abandoned and sometimes even for those 
who abandon, and sometimes for both. 
Abandonment refers to interruption of a 
bond, so it refers to the opposite of taking 
care of something or someone.
In its most ancient form, ‘care’ – in Latin 
‘coera’ – was used in the context of love 
and attachment. Care evolves when the 
existence of someone or something begins 
to count, leading to concern and a sense 
of responsibility. Heidegger (1927) thinks 
that care is «an essential way of being». It 
follows that ‘caring’ is much more than a 

simple act of attention: it is part of the on-
tological dimension of the human being, 
which enables the material and spiritual 
dimensions to coexist. We are shaped by 
caring, which spiritualizes the body and 
humanizes the spirit, achieving the fun-
damental elements of humanity: emotions 
and desires, action and hence choice.
Applied to the territory, abandonment can 
refer to many situations. 
There is abandonment of a historical 
centre, widespread across Italy, with con-
sequent loss of property value (Dal Borgo, 
Garda, Marini, 2016; De Rossi, 2018). The 
data framework describes a southern Italy 
in depopulation: the 52% of houses in the 
historic centre of Frosinone are empty; 
in the 42% of Ragusa is the same; in the 
historic centre of Taranto one building out 
of three is unused; in the historic centre 
of Caltanissetta one building out of five 
is unused; in Agrigento, Benevento, Vibo 
Valentia, Trapani the unused is one out 
of ten (ancsa, cresme, 2017). In northern 
Italy, situation is not different: in Treviso, 
from 1991 to 2011, the percentage of un-
used housing rose from 21.3% to 41.8% 
(Voci, 2017), and Verona, Rovigo and 
Venice (-10.8%) appear in the ranking 
of the twenty historic centres that lose 
the most population, and also Cremona, 
Milan, Sondrio (-10.5%) (ancsa, cresme, 
2017).
There are forced abandonments of dwell-
ings because of foreclosure. In Italy, more 
than 225,000 buildings went to judicial 
auction in 2015 and it is estimated that 
within five years another 1,600,000 and 
more will be foreclosed. The data reveal 
an alarming situation for thousands of 
Italians, who lose their homes because 
they are unable to repay bank mortgages 
and loans.
Then there are abandonments linked to 
the concept of a shrinking [*shrinking] 
population. Since the 1950s, dozens of 
villages have been abandoned as a result 
of a rural exodus; decrease in jobs avail-
able due to the growth in industrialized 
agriculture; the local industrial economy 
crisis; and environmental issues linked to 
seismic and hydrogeological risk. 
The abandonment of a site can be partial 
or total, temporary or permanent; it may 
depend on an obligation, a necessity, a 
personal choice, or conditions arising 
from institutional choices. It is not a 
positive or negative phenomenon. The 

recurring factor is that it is not just about 
numbers and there are aspects suggesting 
that abandonment is a cultural outcome. 
This means that the term ‘abandonment’ 
refers to places but also to people, events 
and facts.
The conditions that precede action, for 
example socio-economic and cultural as-
pects such as a change of outlook, job loss, 
or lack of services, invite us to interpret 
abandonment as an action that focuses 
on the life of the subject who abandons. 
Sometimes a person leaves a house be-
cause they cannot pay for it; sometimes 
a person leaves their village because 
they have been abandoned, left without 
services or opportunities; sometimes a 
person abandons a place to change their 
way of life and values.
The events that follow the abandonment 
affect what happens in the life of the aban-
doned site, which loses its initial function-
al status, assuming a pedagogical function 
since it will be able to convey a message: 
why was that building abandoned? Why 
was it forgotten? In Italian, Antonella Tar-
pino defines the term ‘spaesati’, namely 
deprived of an identity and at the same 
time disoriented and at risk.
The numerous risks of abandonment 
fall into different categories: there are 
economic risks due to the interruption 
of age-old activities; socio-cultural risks, 
with the disintegration of communities, 
which lose local memory and culture, 
and the resignation of those who remain; 
and physical risks, because we are less 
concerned about maintaining depopulated 
territories so there are the negative con-
sequences of hydrogeological instability.
Abandonment is not a finite state be-
cause it also infers that something is 
made available (as suggested by the Old 
French ‘s’abandonner’). We must there-
fore consider the symbolic significance 
of rebirth that will reverse a trend but is 
not necessarily a recovery, which all too 
often wipes out historical memory. This 
basic condition can be an opportunity to 
focus on the future of these villages and 
on the need for non-ideological design 
that will rethink opportunities for these 
sites (Teti, 2017).
This basic planning concept indicates 
three interconnected paths.
The first is educational. Talking about 
design in this context refers to a pedagog-
ical situation, namely lifelong learning, in 
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and out of school, raising awareness that 
will prevent abandonment and convince 
us to care about what has already been 
abandoned (Montanari, 2014).
The second is visual. There are villages 
crying out to be discovered and described. 
Absence and emptiness reveal signs and 
traces that must be read and interpreted 
on a case-by-case basis. Nor should we 
overlook the fact that a census of disused 
buildings on a national scale would have 
enormous potential, which would provide 
an overview of the state of abandonment, 
crucial for understanding the geographies, 
spaces and scale of the phenomenon, as 
well as a photography of the extensive 
capital that might be available.
The third is redemption. Abandoned 
buildings are a significant heritage but 
their history is not universally recognized 
as worthy of protection, underestimated 
even today. These numerous abandoned 
spaces point the way to reversing the pro-
cess as they are a magnificent opportunity 
for ‘starting from the end’. This means 
that even an object that has lost its original 
use still has energies to transmit, proving 
that nothing is useless or gone for good.
Thus, design is to be multidimensional, 
starting from widespread responsible, 
ethically oriented and educational 
actions, aiming for a territorial regen-
eration. This means: i) enhancing the 
specifities, rhythms, flavors, stories and 
roots; ii) generating work and providing 
additional income to consolidate the 
presence of a population in the area, 
slowing its exodus from its homeland; 
iii) developing a capacity to attract 
tourists, making them aware of the sites 
they discover, investing a slow growth 
of knowledge and respect (Nocifera, de 
Salvo, Calzati, 2011). All this means pre-
liminary teaching of an ethical attitude 
that prepares us now to consider sites not 
as we see them but in terms of what they 
were and also what they can become, in 
the perspective of a model for the social, 
economic and cultural regeneration of 
territorial values.
Project will be underpinned by a coher-
ence of emotion, intention and action so 
that we decide to care, educating us to 
think with our minds what we feel and 
do, to feel in our hearts what you think 
and do, our actions reflecting what we 
think and feel (Granata, 2017). It will be 
a project aimed at the sensitivity of the in-
dividual person and the enhancement of 

the individual object. It will be a project 
guided by the soul, reality and people of 
a place. And it will be a project in which 
the exercise of emotional intelligence is 
complementary to that one of the intellect 
and becomes a measure of daily mean-
ingful actions and choices.
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Accessibility (lack of) 
Bruna Vendemmia 
(bruna.vendemmia@polimi.it)

Late Middle English from Late Latin ‘ac-
cessibilis’, meaning ‘to be accessible’, the 
noun can be applied in different ways. 
Accessibility may be related to place, 
people, services or thoughts. In cognitive 
processes an accessible concept is easy 
to understand, and the Dictionnaire de 
la Geographie et de l’Espace des Sociétés 
defines ‘cognitive accessibility’ as one 
of the three driving forces of scientific 
knowledge, together with coherence and 
significance (Lévy, 2013: 50). Accessi-
bility may also be used in the economic 
sense that goods or services are affor-
dable. In geography, accessibility is the 
convenience of being able to reach cer-
tain places. In this respect, accessibility 
decreases proportionally to the increase 
in economic and geographical distance 
and is influenced by physical elements 
such as morphology and human actions. 
In computer engineering, accessibility 
means an application that is easy to 
understand and use. There is no doubt 
that accessibility is a complex concept, 
embracing many meanings depending 
on various perspectives. 
In transport studies, accessibility is 
traditionally defined as a characteristic 
both of place and person. In the former, 
it is the attribute of a place that can be 
reached by its users; in the latter, it is 
the ease with which an individual can 
reach different activities (Colleoni, 2019; 
Cascetta, Cartenì, Montanino, 2013; 
Martens, 2017). This contrast between 
place and people, with greater emphasis 
on the analysis of system performance 
than on user needs (Pucci et al., 2019), 
wipes out multiple mobilities (Urry, 
2007) and overlooks the «enabling role 
of mobility» (Pucci, Vecchio, 2019: 8), 
otherwise said, its capacity to increa-
se the opportunities available to each 
person, definitely generating narrative 
[*narrative] that presents central, fast 
places with extensive infrastructure in 
contrast to marginal, slow sites. 
Furthermore, in recent studies, accessi-
bility has also been used as an indicator 
of the robustness of a transport system 
(Liao, van Wee, 2017). ‘Robustness’ has 

been mentioned in several papers with 
slightly different definitions (Reggiani, 
Nijkamp, Lanzi, 2015): it can be related 
to how well the system structure sur-
vives unforeseen events and exposure 
to perturbations (Holmgren, 2007), 
but also to system performance, which 
means that a network is sufficiently ro-
bust if its performance retains much of 
its original standard after an unexpected 
event (Nagurney, Qiang, 2012). While 
the potential loss of the system (damage, 
or reduction of functionality) in the case 
of low levels of robustness is defined as 
vulnerability, and «fragility deals with 
the probability that undesirable events 
may occur» (Porter, 2019).
Despite thinking that «modern transport 
networks commingle in multi-layer sy-
stems composed of physical, social and 
technological networks whose connecti-
vity affects all others’ serviceability» (Ca-
schili, Medda, Reggiani, 2015: 1), when 
talking about the robustness of a system, 
and about its fragility, it seems that the 
focus of transport studies is mainly on 
the system’s structure and its performan-
ce, overlooking any social component 
and process of cumulative causation, 
as well the multiple consequences of 
fragility that affect different territorial 
elements. Conversely, addressing the 
topic of territorial fragilities obliges us 
to shift our attention to the systemic 
dimension of the territory itself, and to 
consider fragility as a process occurring 
over time, and, consequently to define 
accessibility in all its complexity, going 
beyond the simple comparison of central 
versus peripheral [*peripheries], fast 
versus slow, connection [*connection] 
versus remoteness. 
In relation to territorial fragility, accessi-
bility is defined as the capacity allowing 
individuals to take advantage of oppor-
tunities and material and immaterial 
resources [*welfare], in order to be part 
of a territory and a community. This 
definition links accessibility, or more 
exactly the lack of accessibility, with 
other issues that may cause fragility, not 
only remoteness and slowness but also 
social segregation [*segregation] and 
spatial injustice. In this sense, territorial 
fragilities arise when lack of accessibility 
leads to a progressive weakening of terri-
torial elements until there is a total loss 
of balance in the entire territorial system. 

Low levels of accessibility may cause 
economic (difficulty in job mobility), 
social (exclusion), and spatial (territorial 
imbalance, poor connectivity) fragilities, 
therefore design and planning of accessi-
bility become a fundamental instrument 
for conceiving more inclusive and less 
fragile mobility systems «people-focused 
and needs-based» (Lucas, 2012: 106). 
Three important questions arise from the 
discussion. While the first is more ori-
ented toward a theoretical investigation 
of the concept of accessibility and leads 
to the design of innovative operational 
tools to measure it, the second and third 
questions intend to establish design di-
rections for more inclusive accessibility 
and mobility.
1) First of all, defining accessibility as the 
capacity of individuals to reach opportuni-
ties, allows us to consider accessibility in 
its potential dimension as «the ability of 
human beings to lead lives they have rea-
son to value and to enhance the substan-
tive choices they have» (Sen, 1997: 1959). 
In this sense it provides «the measure of 
the degree to which people can reach the 
goods and services that society considers 
are necessary for them to live their daily 
lives, but with an emphasis on potential/
capability rather than actual behaviour» 
(Jones, Lucas, 2012: 6). The same theoret-
ical approach is adopted also by Jacques 
Lévy who defines accessibility as all the 
possible movements in a given situation, 
including not only the offer of transport 
infrastructure but also the real possibility 
that individuals may use it (Lévy, 2013). 
Such an approach underlies the potential 
dimension of accessibility understood as 
a virtual map of movements that includes 
actual movements as well as all the pos-
sible others (Lévy, 2013: 49), and links 
accessibility to other concepts such as 
motility (Flamm, Kaufmann, 2006) and 
network capital (Larsen, Axhausen, Urry, 
2006). From an operative perspective, 
this definition calls for testing innovative 
operational tools to measure accessibility. 
Defining accessibility as capability means 
measuring the opportunity for individ-
uals to be able to engage in activities 
away from home rather than the existing 
number of activities, services or transport 
systems (Martens, 2017). 
2) Secondly, accessibility needs to be 
analysed and designed using an inter-sec-
torial and multidisciplinary approach. 
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As matter of fact, measurement of acces-
sibility should focus on many different 
components: transport, individuals, 
land use, and time factors (Geurs, van 
Wee, 2004), even short distances and 
slow means, multimodality, ict, and 
perception of accessibility (van Wee, 
2016). Accessibility analysis should also 
address social class, with stratification of 
the community to identify social needs, 
person-based measures, and individual 
mobility profiles (Ohnmacht, Maksim, 
Bergman, 2016). What emerges clearly 
is the need to explore in more depth the 
individual dimension of accessibility both 
in analysis and in design.
3) Thirdly, looking at the design process, 
focusing on individual accessibility is ba-
sically multi-scalar. In subject literature, 
three main scales have been identified in 
this respect: micro, meso and territorial 
(Jones, Lucas, 2012). At micro level, ac-
cessibility relates to the design of objects 
and space, and the ease with which people 
can perform various tasks. Meso level 
focuses on the neighbourhoods, while 
territorial is associated with town and 
regional dimensions and considers land 
use patterns, transport networks, and 
activities desired by specific population 
groups. Intervention at territorial level 
may involve not only strategic planning 
but also the design of policies that spot-
light equity principles in mobility design. 
Accessibility design that allows individu-
als to meet their needs necessarily crosses 
all three different scales from territorial of 
strategic decisions to the micro of connec-
tivity spaces and services design.
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Adaptation (in search of)
Giulia Setti
(giulia.setti@polimi.it)

The meaning and etymology of the term 
‘adaptation’ derives from the verb ‘to 
adapt’, in turn arriving from the Latin 
ad- and aptare. It brings together different 
meanings: first of all, it represents the 
ability to make something suitable for a 
particular purpose and it could be applied 
to an object, a person, or a situation.
The action put in place by a person, an 
artefact, a territory in order to adjust to 
a specific condition produces a situation 
satisfying physical and social needs. 
As an action, adapting implies a design 
aptitude that is transformative, capable 
of modifying the previous condition in 
which the subject was found. Adaptation 
implies a change of state in the subject, it 
refers to an ability to modify, to transform 
continuously, innovating and establishing 
where it is possible a new equilibrium 
after a state of shock or after an unfore-
seen event.
«If it takes visionary ability to see possibil-
ities and opportunities in what appears to 
be destruction and annihilation, growing 
these possibilities is quite another matter: 
it implies knowledge and a specific apti-
tude for rebuilding» (Ferlenga, Bassoli, 
Galli, 2018: 12). Starting from this as-
sumption, territories, cities, and buildings 
could develop processes of adaptation to 
radical changes and modification of their 
initial state. Why is it necessary to develop 
a certain adaptation aptitude and, there-
fore, a transformative approach?
In a context like Italy, bearing the mark 
of fragilities of various dimensions, adap-
tation is often a possible solution to cope 
with sudden calamitous events, in cases 
of system shock and crisis (for example 
the recession) that involve a radical mod-
ification of the initial state of those areas.
Italy is a country that has been able to 
rebuild itself time and again following 
disasters like earthquakes and floods, 
recurring cyclically after World War Two. 
One example is the 1951 Polesine flood, the 
first national catastrophe in the power-war 
period. In different ways, these reconstruc-
tions have shown a resilient attitude and a 
capacity to adapt that is typical of territories 
and cities, and their inhabitants.

At the same time, partial and fragmented 
reconstructions highlight the failure to 
define shared policies [*policies] after any 
catastrophic events, while there is also a 
lack of historical memory, an ability to 
learn from what has already been tried 
and tested. Starting from this issue, it is 
necessary to build a ‘knowledge base’ 
subsequent to calamities, to establish a 
shared memory made up of reconstruction 
projects and strategies that might provide 
useful responses in emergency situations. 
Much recent research has studied this 
topic from different perspectives, trying to 
identify possible design solutions (Bertelli, 
2018; Birrozzi, Ciorra, 2018; Navarra, 
2017; Ferlenga, Bassoli, Galli, 2018).
The concept of ‘adaptation’ could be 
associated to the term ‘resilience’, which 
we will try to describe here precisely in 
relation to the possibility of overcoming 
fragilities that are revealed when reading 
the Italian context. Both meanings show 
a design approach that tries to observe 
sites after changes in the original condi-
tion. In the case of unforeseen weather 
events, or economic and social processes 
changing radically within a short time, 
the ability of a territory to ‘recover’, to be 
able to continue to respond to the needs 
of its suffering or struggling population 
appears to be a powerful (and decisive) 
device for countering the territorial fra-
gilities present in the Italian context. The 
ability of a territory, an architecture or a 
landscape to adapt to new events or new 
conditions creates a space ‘open’ to design 
actions, to the definition of strategies that 
could increase the resilience of a place 
and, therefore, could guarantee greater 
attention (Emery, 2008) with regard to 
the extreme climatic events that are an 
increasing occurrence on our territory.
The ability to adapt, understood as a 
possible design strategy, does not in itself 
highlight a clear-cut condition of fragility; 
but it is to be considered applicable for 
those latent fragilities typical of territories 
potentially subject to environmental or 
other risks. Following unforeseen events, 
or events difficult to manage and control, 
territories reveal fragile economic condi-
tions, linked to a crisis or a suspension of 
productive activities and to the difficulty 
of reprise which often concerns aspects 
mainly related to production. Alongside 
economic fragilities are the social fragil-
ities linked to the relationship with local 
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communities, to insufficient or complete 
lack of services and welfare [*welfare] 
often associated with post-disaster emer-
gency periods, but often affecting places 
suffering demographic shrinking [*shrink-
ing] or processes of abandonment and 
decline. Moreover, large-scale and often 
extreme environmental fragilities emerge 
because of the weaknesses of the Italian 
territory and its landscape [*landscape], 
its deep uncertainties and inability to 
create a safe place for inhabitants and 
buildings. The environmental fragilities 
highlight the precarious hydrogeological 
conditions of terrains and the settlements 
arising there, which collapse in face of 
sudden events deriving from catastrophes 
or from progressive climate change.
In most cases, this is associated with a lack 
of care or complete abandonment [*aban-
donment] of buildings and infrastructures, 
which continues to weaken sites and there-
fore calls into play the need to proceed with 
partial adaptations, useful for converting 
and reinforcing existing heritage.
The environmental fragilities drive the 
need for adaptation actions, like the 
definition of common scenarios, and the 
development of a greater capacity for 
resilience, so they look for opportunities 
for recovery of the specific territories. 
A recovery that in many cases has not 
been possible or has taken so long and 
been so slow that fragilities of these areas 
have been exacerbated, for instance the 
post-earthquake reconstruction processes 
in L’Aquila, in progress since 2009, or in 
Central Italy since 2016.
To a large extent the adaptive capacity of 
a context, a territory or an architecture 
responds to the capacity of a given object 
(or place) to react, and therefore to change, 
with respect to accidental and sudden 
phenomena. Adaptation requires, then, a 
radical design vision, focused on actions of 
protection and care through intervention 
strategies aimed not only at the emergency 
and post-emergency period, but also be-
ing able to offer preventive measures. In 
this sense, knowledge of Italian territory 
appears to be a decisive tool for under-
standing dynamics and conditions for the 
preservation of cities and territories, and 
to build strategies suitable for different 
contexts. In this perspective, adaptation 
processes could support the reduction of 
environmental fragilities, above all making 
fragile contexts safer where possible.

The ability to adapt, and all necessary 
design actions, involve, where it is pos-
sible, the definition of transformation 
scenarios, flexible and temporary, able 
to ‘prepare’ territories and architectures 
for permanent changes. A scenario is an 
exercise of creative imagination (Bozzuto 
et al., 2008; Fabian, Giannotti, Viganò, 
2012), which prefigures the future state of 
urban and architectural contexts through 
the observation of different variables and 
ongoing phenomena.
To adapt implies trying to imagine ‘pos-
sible futures’ for fragile places and archi-
tectures described above; the possibility 
to define different scenarios for contexts 
subject to seismic or hydrogeological risk 
means to identify various intervention ac-
tions depending on the severity of the phe-
nomena or on the degree of destruction 
that a calamitous event could generate.
At the same time, adaptation highlights 
the possibility of acting on different scales, 
from the territorial, to extensive strate-
gic actions and thanks to forecasting of 

transformative scenarios for landscapes 
and contexts, to the building scale, con-
solidating and developing all the qualities 
of an object, a place or a situation that 
could create resistance to unforeseen 
events and shocks. Transformation and 
adaptation phases show how the time 
factor constitutes an important design 
element. In many recent cases, such as 
the earthquakes in L’Aquila and in Central 
Italy, adapting to new conditions has been 
a long, drawn-out affair, compromising 
the resumption of activities or reconstruc-
tion of homes [*housing]. It is important 
to acknowledge in case of disasters that 
architectural design must proceed accord-
ing to different time strategies, defining a 
hierarchy of priorities in the reconstruc-
tion process to keep buildings, inhabitants 
and territories safe. For architectural de-
sign to work in resilient ways it must be 
understood that the ‘project’ develops in 
extended and differentiated timeframes, 
which would also support the survival of 
local and autonomous forms of resilience.
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(Slow) Connections
Domenico D’Uva
(domenico.duva@polimi.it)

The etymology of the late Middle English 
term ‘connection’ derives from the Latin 
‘connexio(n-)’, from ‘connectere’, from 
‘con-’ (together) + ‘nectere’ (bind), as 
the act of linking together. It means some-
thing that connects facts, ideas, people, or 
an organization and which can help or 
advise in social or professional life. It can 
mean a logical sequence, or a situation in 
which two or more things have the same 
cause, origin or goal. In the field of trans-
portation, it means a train, bus or plane at 
a station or an airport that a passenger can 
take soon after getting off another in order 
to continue their journey. ‘Connection’ is 
a synonym for the word ‘network’, which 
coexists within the same semantic field, 
with a meaning akin to node, despite 
having a wider range of meanings. In the 
technological field, the word is widely 
used in the term ‘internet connection’.
A connection (Lévy, Lussault, 2013) is a 
relationship between parts which have 
different features, because even nearby 
elements (with equal features) may have 
no reason to connect. Therefore, the 
characteristic of nodes to be connected is 
pivotal to understanding the effect of link-
age. The word ‘connection’ in English is 
in the same word pool as connectivity (the 
possibility of a connection) with which it 
is easily confused, but it is a topological 
indicator which assesses a multiplicity of 
relationships, or the existence of alterna-
tive paths that bring about redundancy. 
The word ‘connection’, if analysed in 
relation to the territory in the sense of 
its fragility, takes on different meanings. 
The relationship between connections 
and territory can be applied to different 
classes: environment, culture, digital, 
social, or infrastructure. The latter is 
the focus of this work. From a terri-
torial point of view, it is necessary to 
differentiate the types of connections 
based on the areas where the network 
of infrastructural connections is located. 
A first macro area distinction (Begley et 
al., 2018; Copus, 2013) is between the 
urban and the rural area. This distinction 
characterizes the type of connections that 
can be detected and analysed for specific 

areas. There are high-speed connections 
among various urban networks, while 
speed and capacity differ extensively 
between urban and rural areas. In the 
case of connections between rural ar-
eas, speed and capacity are even more 
limited. It seems worthwhile to analyse 
connection redundancy, where origins 
and destinations coincide. Two connec-
tions, railway journeys for instance, can 
coexist with the same place of departure 
and arrival, but take a different route and 
require a different length of time to trav-
el. The first route is the high-speed link, 
which connects two major urban areas 
non-stop. The second route connects the 
two major urban areas but makes inter-
mediate stops through rural areas at low 
speed. This process generates a warping 
effect because urban areas are perceived 
as being nearer in terms of time but are 
further away in terms of distance. The 
impact of this reaction has a consider-
able effect in terms of territorial spread 
of population and resources. In certain 
situations, the right kind of connection 
with a place becomes more important 
than being near it, so a distorted percep-
tion of Euclidean distances conjures up 
a dual configuration based on high-speed 
networks, where only node and links 
are evident.
Infrastructural connections represent 
territorial networks between nodes, 
which are suitable for transport of goods 
and people at different speeds and for 
different purposes. 
Infrastructures have the task to trans-
port goods and people but also digital 
data. The improvement of these kind 
of connections is implemented through 
the reduction of the Digital Divide (Van 
Dijks, 2006), an action that contributes 
to the reduction of inequalities between 
fragile and advanced territories. Europe-
an Commission classifies areas in three 
different digital divide levels according 
to connection speed (Alù, Longo, 2020). 
The data on territorial spread of broad-
band internet in Italy (istat, 2019) 
indicate a situation of serious disparity, 
not only between north and south, but 
also between metropolitan areas and 
smaller municipalities. There is a wide 
territorial spread for high speed access 
delivered by the mobile network, which 
reach larger group of people than the 
adsl fixed network. This technological 

To image ‘possible futures’ and, therefore, 
design scenarios, is an essential exercise 
to develop adaptation strategies to sudden 
and unforeseen events or shock, consid-
ering the ‘duration’ (Valente, 2016) as 
a design tools to build new scenarios to 
prevent or to understand the impact of ca-
lamitous events in our society and cities. 
Adapting, modifying an initial state, is a 
design action, always walking a fine line 
between uncertainty and unpredictabili-
ty, it requires dealing with scenarios in 
continuous evolution and more stringent 
upgrades of architectural design tools, 
as well as reconsidering the relationship 
between architecture, environment and 
economic systems. Consequently, adapta-
tion, the ability to be resilient, represent 
an initial but crucial design phase, a 
transformative and strategic step of acting 
on and contrasting the territorial fragilities 
described above, which are impacting the 
Italian context in different ways.
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gap creating issue in spreading informa-
tion, especially in areas with complex 
accessibility [*accessibility], or in emer-
gency periods like post-quake, or the 
current nCoVID-19. Connection speed 
is a taxonomic factor that distinguishes 
connections based on their range. Slow-
er, local connections form the basis for 
ensuring access to the fastest and global 
infrastructure networks. Analysing and 
improving global infrastructures as con-
nection structures is a European Union 
directive that invests in and continues to 
require huge funding in this field. The 
importance of developing infrastructure 
connections is generally considered 
useful for ensuring that territories reach 
a degree of economic efficiency. To com-
ply with this aim, in 1996 the European 
Union began planning Trans-European 
Networks (ten) that regulate free trade 
within the European internal market of 
goods, people and services. tens tran-
scend domestic structures in the three 
areas involved: transport (ten-t), energy 
(ten-e), and telecommunications (eten). 
As envisaged by ten-t aims, fragile terri-
tories should be the natural beneficiaries 
of enhanced infrastructural connections. 
These actions should be applied to fragile 
territories to improve their accessibility 
and contribute to economic integration 
with more developed areas. Instead, 
this idea is speculative, and the process 
effects actually increase fragility. Studies 
of effects (Crescenzi, Rodriguez-Pose, 
2012) suggest that the influence of im-
proving only infrastructure connections 
does not always reduce the fragility of 
a territory and can even make it worse 
under certain conditions. In fact, the 
improvement of levels of education, 
research and development generates 
undeniable development of a territory’s 
economic conditions. If more fragile 
areas have accessibility comparable to 
more developed districts, the economy of 
less wealthy areas will suffer from greater 
competition arriving from the opening of 
their markets. Moreover, these territories 
suffer from serious lack of connection 
within the actual district rather than 
with distant and more developed areas. 
It is challenging to assess the effects of 
increased connections in fragile areas be-
cause studies would need to be defined in 
space and time to obtain reliable results, 
avoiding the ‘two-way-road problem’ 

(Goodwin, 2010). Although increased 
efficiency and speed of connections are 
put in place with the intention of driving 
export of goods, attracting investments to 
the area and accessing jobs in a bigger 
district, the action may have the opposite 
effect, namely increase imports, discour-
age investment, and offer better access to 
employment outside of the fragile areas. 
If the areas surrounding fragile territo-
ries are more developed, the increase in 
connections and accessibility will have 
a centralizing effect towards the latter, 
accentuating the process of fragility. It 
is therefore essential to create new poli-
cies in parallel with the development of 
infrastructures, including improvement 
of human resources. A second param-
eter to be evaluated for the effective 
results achieved by the increase in the 
supply of infrastructural connections 
is the timeframe in which the action 
is taken. In the case of an increase in 
areas when the degree of fragility is very 
high, these territories will be exposed 
to competition with more developed 

neighbouring territories, fostering an 
effective centralization of the economy 
in the latter. This effect grows even 
further if neighbouring territories are 
located along high-speed infrastructure 
connecting two major urban areas. 
Creating from scratch these connections 
could preclude organic development of 
peripheries [*peripheries] between more 
advanced areas of a territory.
It is realistic to agree (Button,1998) that 
the impact of infrastructural connections 
is a debate still in progress, so it is use-
ful to evaluate the best measurement 
of these links for reducing the fragility 
of a territory. Furthermore, it would be 
worthwhile to investigate which kind of 
infrastructural connections reduces fra-
gility. Whether it could be more efficient 
in antifragility (Taleb, 2012) terms to 
create slow local links as alternatives to 
fast, long-distance connections. A single 
answer may be that both are equally es-
sential for the resilience of an area, but 
this issue – as we have seen – has not 
been completed explored.
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Housing (lack of)
Fabio Lepratto
(fabio.lepratto@polimi.it)

The Cambridge Academic Content Dictio-
nary reports two current meanings for the 
term ‘housing’: «building that people live 
in» refers to the object, while «the provid-
ing of places for people to live in» refers to 
a process. The term derives directly from 
house whose etymology – according to 
the Online Etymology Dictionary – comes 
from the Old English word hus (dwelling, 
shelter, building designed to be used as 
a residence), from the Proto-Germanic 
hūsan. A complementary etymology 
considers the term a verb coming from 
Old English husian (to take into a house; 
place or enclose in a house).
Romance languages and Germanic lan-
guages have different roots for most of the 
terms describing the activity of dwelling, 
so this makes translating a challenge. For 
example, the English language makes a 
distinction between ‘house’ and ‘home’, 
the former referring to the material object, 
the latter describing a more intimate and 
personal reality. The Romance languages 
use the term ‘casa’ that embodies both me-
anings (Baldini, 2010). Two verbs coexist 
in both English and Romance languages: 
‘reside’ (to settle) and ‘habit’ (to dwell, 
reside). The former, in current use, comes 
from Middle French resider and directly 
from Latin residere. The latter is obsolete 
and came from the Old French habiter, 
abiter, which, in turn derived from the 
Latin habitare (continue to have), fre-
quentative of habere (to have, to hold, to 
possess), the source of the Italian abitare.
In order to provide an interpretation to 
relate the Italian housing conditions to 
the concept of territorial fragilities, it is 
necessary to consider at the same time the 
housing spaces and the social phenomena 
that affect them. The current weakening 
of housing conditions has to deal with the 
overlapping of complementary problems 
including at least three dimensions: first, 
the individual and collective dimensions; 
second, the material and space dimen-
sion; third, the political and institutional 
dimensions. The triangle that holds these 
three dimensions reflects external econo-
mic, social and demographic conditions 
and variations. The high speed of these 

changes affects the population much faster 
than the institutions’ ability to react or 
the spaces capability to adapt (Balducci, 
2018): this time mismatch produces or 
enhances the risks of housing deprivation. 
The three vertexes of the above-mentioned 
triangle can be deepened separately.
Spaces: the physical matter and spatial 
articulation of the existing housing stock 
can be fragile. The processes of spatial 
fragilization – frequent in the share of pu-
blic stock and yet also present within the 
private buildings – mainly cross problems 
of neglect, degradation and abandonment. 
The existing stock has to manage relevant 
issues such as the durability of experimen-
tal construction techniques, the uncertain 
structural solidity, the obsolescence of 
the installations, the high energy consu-
mption related to huge expenditure, the 
damages due to insufficient maintenance, 
the poor typological adaptability, the ina-
dequacy of spaces and equipment to the 
current needs, such as temporary, mixed 
or shared uses (Laboratorio Città Pubblica, 
2009). These conditions can be stressed 
by the lack of public or private economic 
resources, by management difficulties and 
poor valorization capacity, but also by 
the buildings inability to attract private 
investments, mainly due to the low real 
estate value. The combination of all or 
some of these circumstances is part of a 
long process that can progressively lead to 
the loss of habitability. A relevant portion 
of the Italian housing stock is facing this 
risk, often concentrated in the urban peri-
pheries [*peripheries] or within the shrin-
king [*shrinking] internal areas, where 
the weakest part of the population lives. 
Individuals can also be fragile, due to 
critical problems triggered by profound 
socio-economic and demographic changes 
that cause an increase in housing depriva-
tion, seen as the discomfort both of having 
no permanent residence and living in an 
inadequate home (Tosi, 2017; Baldini, 
2010). This is strictly connected to the 
Anglo-Saxon concept of housing afforda-
bility: the possibility of securing certain 
housing standards at a price that does not 
represent an excessive burden on hou-
sehold incomes (Maclennan, Williams, 
1990). The affordability crisis, in Italy as 
well as in many other European nations, 
is strengthened by the increase in distance 
between households’ incomes and the 
total costs. Housing shortage and growing 
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real estate values contribute to increasing 
rent costs, while the job insecurity limits 
the chance to receive an adequate and 
continuous salary. This extends – also to 
the so-called middle class – the difficulties 
to access to adequate solution within the 
private market, leading to overcrowding, 
rent lateness or even to home loss, with 
all the consequences that this can entail 
(Pittini, 2012). Since this concept focuses 
primarily on the relationship between 
incomes and expenditure (Whitehead, 
1991), it requires therefore to be integra-
ted by a more qualitative understanding 
of the evolving spatial needs, considering 
the current lifestyles and targets. The 
variation of the family structure, the tran-
sformation of the labor market forms, the 
internal or global migrations, the average 
aging of the population: these and other 
changes ask for appropriate architectural 
solutions: temporary and/or shared hou-
sing, flexible or unconventional solutions, 
mix of domestic and working environ-
ment, assisted living for people in need 
are among the solutions that have to be 
refined in order to provide answers to the 
individual emerging necessities. 
Public policies and administrative practices 
– charged of opposing housing fragilities 
– can in turn be considered fragile. The in-
volution of housing policies in the last de-
cades plays a significant role in the process 
of weakening – or in the failed strengthe-
ning – of Italian conditions (Tosi, 2017). 
Above all, the absence of adequate and 
stable public economic resources – since 
the abolition of the gescal contribution in 
1998 – undermines the idea of developing 
forward-looking strategies (Nomisma for 
Federcasa, Annual Report 2016). In fact, 
the occasional and limited funding pre-
vents maintenance planning and forces 
local institutions to always act in a state 
of emergency (Laboratorio Città Pubblica, 
2009), raising resources by selling off part 
of their assets, with the effect of further 
reducing the stock. From an architectural 
perspective, it limits the opportunity to 
adapt or transform the existing deprived 
heritage, unlike what happens in many 
other European countries. It also prevents 
from the construction of new dwellings to 
augment public housing asset, chronically 
insufficient. Moreover, despite the existing 
programs and actions, the current archi-
tectural answers to housing deprivation 
seems often inadequate: the size of the 
phenomenon, the type of necessities and 

the kind of spaces requested are often 
underestimated. These spatial and other 
multidisciplinary aspects determine an 
insufficient capability of the institutions 
to face the issues. Abandonment, scarcity 
and conflict are terms frequently used to 
describe the current conditions. Among 
the many possible negative examples, 
the existence of empty public dwellings 
or buildings – empty because legally or 
physically uninhabitable – despite long 
waiting lists, represents a paradoxical fact 
and constitutes a significant unresolved 
emergency. To address these issues, pu-
blic intervention should return to play a 
central role, rather than being considered 
an exhausted option (Cognetti, Padovani, 
2018).
According to the above mentioned three 
dimensions, housing fragilities can be 
inserted among the ones that refer to 
«an early interruption of a former social 
process of consolidation» (Infussi, 2020), 
resulting from the contraction of the wel-
fare state. Some peculiar characters can 

be listed: housing fragilities are multiple, 
heterogeneous, artificial and not expressly 
related to a specific type of territory. They 
can take place wherever there is a form 
of settlement: from urban areas with a 
high demographic pressure, to shrinking 
[*shrinking] internal regions where the 
population leaves the existent housing 
stock in state of abandonment; from the 
peripheries [*peripheries], where there 
is a deeper social and material hardship, 
to the central areas, apparently stronger. 
Housing fragilities are the result of slow 
processes that do not produce any sudden 
change of state, like natural disasters does 
instead. It is lack of care or maintenance 
that can slowly lead to physical degrada-
tion and social marginality. In the eyes of 
an observer, the moment when a housing 
crisis begins is not easily comprehensible: 
a house can gradually worsen its mainte-
nance status, an individual can progres-
sively decrease his financial resources as 
well as an elder can slowly lose motor 
skills. Through infinitesimal progress a 
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house becomes so damaged that it loses 
its habitability, income becomes so low 
that it cannot allow to pay the costs, motor 
difficulties become so severe as to require 
a different living space, perhaps assisted. 
These are all gradual phenomena, only 
sometimes reversible, that produce a loss 
of balance in apparently stable conditions. 
They can be grasped only by observing 
the phenomena according to a multi-
disciplinary and long-time perspective, 
to understand how to organize possible 
contrast solutions.
Opening to a transformation perspective, 
the contrast to housing fragilities could 
find a set of possible answers in scenarios 
focused on fostering the combination 
between home and work access, two 
aspects strongly connected. From a purely 
architectural point of view, this could 
be achieved through the development 
of new building typologies or across an 
unconventional adaptation [*adaptation] 
of the existent building stock, producing 
new scenarios in which the house, rethou-
ght in its status, is turned into a physical 
support able of accommodating and, at 
the same time, contributing to reactivate 
the economic conditions of its inhabitants. 
This is thought for people that need an 
experience that goes beyond a roof over 
their heads and have to be supported in a 
restarting process. The idea of rethinking 
the house as a device for social and econo-
mic empowerment represents a possible 
work track that needs to be developed in 
a multidisciplinary environment, defining 
spaces, including individuals, integrating 
specific policies.
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(Fragile) Landscape 
Lavinia Dondi
(laviniamaria.dondi@polimi.it)

The word ‘landscape’ refers to two different 
etymologies: in Romance languages – Ital-
ian, French and Spanish – the root ‘paese’, 
‘country’ in English, links the terms ‘pae-
saggio’, ‘paysage’ and ‘paysaje’, while in 
Germanic languages – English, German 
and Dutch – the words ‘landscape’, ‘Land-
scaft’ and ‘landschap’ share the root ‘land’.
Even the dating of the lemmas is dif-
ferent: it is worth remembering that in 
Germanic languages the terms have been 
used since their origins, referring to the 
‘land’ as a portion of inhabited territory, 
and the neo-Latin words are neologisms 
born between the late 15th and the mid-
16th centuries to indicate the pictorial 
representation of a portion of territory, or 
landscape painting. Precisely the need to 
name this new artistic trend led to a new 
attribution of meaning to existing voices in 
Germanic-speaking countries, so that they 
no longer referred only to the territory but 
also to its representation from a pictorial 
point of view.
A further lexical step, useful for under-
standing the modern notion of landscape, 
occurred shortly after, when the terms 
began to be used in both the linguistic 
scenarios not only to indicate the pictorial 
representation of a landscape, but also a 
real landscape, or a portion of territory 
idealized through artistic images.
This duplicity of meanings is still pre-
served. Indeed, the notion of landscape 
differs from that of territory because it 
refers not only to the materiality of the 
phenomenon but mostly to the perception 
of it through aesthetic-formal processes.
Over time some semantic connections 
were also fundamental in shifting the core 
meaning of the word: the link between 
landscape and beauty (Roger, 1997) led 
to focus mostly on exemplary places, an 
idea definitively superseded by the Euro-
pean Convention (2000) which stated that 
the physical extension of what is termed 
landscape corresponds to the territory, 
involving also ordinary or degraded sites 
(Zagari, 2006). The connection between 
landscape and environment led mainly 
to the prevalence of one notion over the 
other (Carlson, 2002): until the 1990s the 
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idea of environment was definitely more 
successful due to the spread of ‘green 
thinking’ and a general awareness of the 
instability of natural resources. Today, 
however, they are considered two different 
readings of the same phenomenon passing 
through diverse cultural assumptions and 
tools (Thompson, 2009). Finally, the link 
between landscape and identity still con-
verges all the intangible topics that rewrite 
the memory of places every time, shaping 
the landscape as palimpsest of spaces, 
meanings and potentialities for the future 
(D’Angelo, 2014).
The articulated etymological path of the 
word landscape, together with its semantic 
connections built up over time, contributed 
thus to the richness and complexity of the 
topic, object of reflection in a plurality of 
disciplines that explore different and so-
metimes complementary meanings. This 
shows how the landscape is a concept that 
cannot be comprehensively framed within 
a disciplinary field, but on the contrary 
is an idea «to be placed on the boundary 
between different wisdoms» (D’Angelo, 
2014: 13), in a transversal perspective that 
constitutes an intrinsic element of fragility.
Among the multiple meanings of landsca-
pe, one that is critically focused links to 
the transformative dimension, connected 
to spatial modification or regeneration 
[*regeneration] of places, far from the more 
nostalgic and not very practical meaning 
that characterizes other approaches, accep-
table in principle but offering only deeply 
conservative solutions. 
The dynamic ‘staging’ of the landscape 
and therefore the form that a scenario 
assumes conveys meanings and identity 
implications of which the architect takes 
charge. On the whole, a transformative 
action of the landscape is not volumetric 
but a spatial identification through which 
places become measurable and variously 
domesticated, even in basic terms. This cre-
ates tension among them, preparing them 
to be inhabited, in a perspective that goes 
beyond the immanence of architectural vo-
lumes and towards dynamic relationships 
planned mainly on horizontal surfaces, 
accepting also the variability and the flexi-
bility of elements that make up the project 
(Frampton, 1995; Waldheim, 2016).
The landscape is thus multidimensionally 
intended as a sequence of open spaces 
based on the presence of consistent and 
incisive structures on the scale of the terri-
tory as opposed to more minute elements, 

sometimes variable over time: the outcome 
of thinking on a closer scale that creates a 
relationship with those who inhabit that 
landscape. One element of variability is the 
natural and ecological dimension, an essen-
tial component of open spaces, both on a 
planning scale, supporting a systemic idea 
of the setting, and on a design scale, recon-
figuring the perception of green individual 
places (Waldheim, 2016; Clement, 2005).
Exploring which conditions of fragility 
affect the landscape, two different types 
of phenomena were revealed: on the 
one hand, those related to three precise 
spheres – territory, environment and 
space – whose effects fall physically on 
the landscape; on the other, those linked 
to the perception and the loss of meaning 
of places. This once again demonstrates 
the dualism of the concept, comprising 
a topographic and tangible aspect and an 
intangible dimension linked to the history 
and identity of sites. Furthermore, while 
the second type of fragilities can be read 
as a consequence of physical weakening, 
sometimes it may also be the cause, since 

a landscape whose meanings and histo-
rical memory are weakened may lead to 
transformative actions that will provoke 
or increase conditions of instability linked 
to that tangible aspect. Certainly, the two 
types of phenomena appear to be closely 
related: landscape can be considered as «a 
product of engineering and […] memory» 
(Girot, Imhof, 2017: 260).
In particular, the first type of weakening 
conditions, as regard the territory, refers 
mainly to an unbalanced use of the land 
– excessive urbanization or abandonment 
[*abandonment] and social shrinking 
[*shrinking] – or even to cases of territorial 
fragmentation due, for example, to the pre-
sence of infrastructures that destabilize the 
continuity of the sites. Fragilities affecting 
instead the environment, impacting again 
on a vast scale, refer to the weakening 
dynamics of ecological balances – fragmen-
tation of ecological networks, uncontrolled 
reforestation and unsustainable intensive 
production techniques – to environmental 
risk – geomorphological, hydrogeological, 
seismic, volcanic and climate change issues 
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– and finally to any sort of pollution. Last 
fragilities, going down to the architectural 
scale, relate to the space and refer mostly to 
the inadequacy of the design of places and 
to an ineffective figurative interpretation in 
relation to the meanings that sites acquire.
The fragilities that affect the landscape 
from these different spheres are strong-
ly interconnected and are the outcome 
of the intertwining of conditions of the 
areas and weakening actions inherent to 
human activities that upset the balance of 
precise scenarios. These phenomena are 
often medium or long-term processes that 
might also serve as a trace, especially in 
the early stages, leading to a gradual and 
not so visible fragilization of the intrinsic 
characteristics of a landscape system. It 
is therefore essential that planning and 
design interventions address not only overt 
situations, but also latent condition related 
to quite invisible effects (Infussi, 2020).
Precisely an effective landscape design 
transformative action requires forms of 
knowledge and subsequently forms of 
direction related specifically to this first 
type of phenomena, expressing the pivotal 
role of the discipline in combining multi-
dimensional solutions linked to comple-
mentary fields, and in drawing an overall 
sense, both physical and cultural, of the 
transformations to come (Girot, Imhof, 
2017). Landscape design appears thus 
to be an operative medium to approach 
complex and fragile today scenarios: first-
ly because it involves environmental and 
ecological thinking as fundamental, and 
secondly because it provides long-term 
adaptive strategies to face contemporary 
conditions of indeterminacy and disper-
sion of settlements (Waldheim, 2016).
As regard the other type of fragilities, the 
perceptive ones, they are connected to 
the weakening or disintegration of the 
system of cultural and historical values 
that animates places (Tarpino, 2016; De 
Rossi, 2018). A ‘lost’ landscape suffered a 
loss of meanings and rejects the presence 
of human people, causing disaffection: an 
overall refocusing is needed to reconstruct 
identity relationships of belonging and a 
transformative action can be precisely the 
relaunching tool. 
Specifically, the need to renew the per-
ception of places, acting on the intangi-
ble dimension of the landscape, comes 
even before the physical solution. Buil-
ding renewed narration [*narrative] is 

fundamental to focus values and specifi-
cities useful to redefine complex scenarios 
linked to landscape reinterpretations. The 
necessity is that of «deconstructing implicit 
images» too often connected to crystallized 
situations unable to evolve in new way 
of inhabiting, focusing instead improved 
balances between man and nature that 
often fails in fragile territories (De Rossi, 
2018: 9).
The idea of landscape is thus strongly 
connected to ‘taking care’ of places, an 
issue that becomes more impelling dealing 
with fragile areas: the term ‘care’ implies 
a responsible transformative action that 
is intrinsic to spatial devices and it is 
what ensures the social mandate linked 
to safeguarding the well-being of the 
community, in a general perspective of 
sustainability (Emery, 2007).
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Narrative 
(discontinuity of) 
Nicole De Togni
(nicole.detogni@polimi.it)

Narrative refers verbally, in writing or 
by other means to a sequence of real 
or fictitious events that may or may not 
have been experienced in person by the 
narrator, who reports them accurately and 
extensively as they unfolded over time. It 
is also a form of reasoned communication 
that seeks consensus through expression 
that enhances and emphasizes the qual-
ity of the values the narrator upholds, 
actions that have been accomplished or 
it is planned to accomplish, and objec-
tives to be achieved. Concerning these 
last aspects, it shares the intention to be 
effective, influential or persuasive with 
the related word rhetoric (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2013; Cambridge University 
Press, 2017; Treccani, 2017).
From a perspective more closely related 
to communication techniques, there are at 
least two definitions of the narrative fact, 
one more attentive to pragmatic aspects, 
the other to structural features: 
1) the act of communicating an event to 
someone, sharing that knowledge with 
them; 
2) in a given narrative context, a series 
of events put in place by or involving a 
subject.
In the former, the narrative is conceived 
as a communicative practice and the inter-
esting fact is the sharing of the experience, 
so that through their story the narrators 
interact as part of given communication 
context.
In the latter, however, the narrative is 
conceived as a system of facts, a concate-
nation of events, and attention is focused 
on the organization of what is told, the 
structures used. 
Consequently, in order to deal with both, a 
dual progression of reflection is required to 
bring into play first social-anthropological 
then semiotic categories (Rivoltella, 
2002). 
Thus, two fundamental dimensions of 
narrative emerge, intrinsically linked to 
the primary experiences of awareness 
and sharing that can be considered basic 
human characteristics. On one hand, 
a narrative is a form of self-awareness 
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and knowledge and of the surrounding 
reality, also responding to the biological 
need for orientation in time and space; 
on the other, it is the need to share the 
vision we have of the world and of what 
is happening, to bear witness to oneself 
in time and space, to explain one’s own 
configuration of the world, with the 
intention of ensuring that communities 
and their social and spatial organizations 
perpetuate themselves in time. 
As such, a narrative necessarily implies 
a relationship with time and assumes 
particular relevance in a diachronic di-
mension. It develops awareness of self, 
one’s community and one’s environment, 
promoting the formation and strength-
ening of both individual and collective 
memory, generating roots and a sense 
of social, cultural and spatial belonging, 
an identity that is both individual and 
universal. 
Studies on narratives can therefore be 
found in the fields of anthropology, 
sociology, neuroscience, but also in 
communication techniques and all the 
artistic forms of narration from literature 
to theatre to film. 
With reference to architecture and urban 
planning, in particular from the method-
ological perspective of the history of the 
disciplines, narratives have been explored 
in recent decades with reference to the 
concepts of memory, oral history and 
public history, with recent studies dedi-
cated to housing [*housing] and ordinary 
residential heritage [*peripheries] (De 
Pieri et al, 2013; Caramellino, De Pieri, 
2015; Caramellino, Zanfi, 2015) as well as 
to iconic buildings (Caccia, Olmo, 2016). 
Back in the second half of the xx cen-
tury, narrative have been crucial in the 
debate concerning planning in relation 
to value judgements, politic and policies. 
Bernardo Secchi – as dean of the Faculty 
of Architecture in Milan – responded 
to the protests of the late 1970s with 
year-long seminars concerning facts, and 
publishing books and articles discussing 
planning as a discursive, ethic-deductive 
process strongly linked to social values 
(Secchi 1984a, 1984b). Francoise Choay, 
as well, described the planning discourse 
as dependent from ethical and political 
choices (Choay, 1980) and several were 
the contributions to this discussion filling 
the gap between planning and politic with 
a narrative hinged on ethic. More than 

forty years after, recent inputs on the 
topic – even if in a completely different 
context – place narrative at the very heart 
of this relationship between planning and 
policies, as a tool to enhance (sometimes 
controversial) theories dealing with politic 
and economy in their effects on territories 
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2017).
In relation to the topic of territorial fragil-
ity, narratives related to the urban settle-
ment are constructed from a diachronic 
perspective and influence representation 
and perception. They constitute a poten-
tial element of fragility of ordinary heri-
tage not only in the most obvious instance 
by building, consolidating or circulating 
negative myths or stigmatizations, but 
also when they change at a faster rate than 
the socio-spatial phenomena to which it is 
connected, or promote public interest that 
the territory is not ready to manage. In 
this disciplinary perspective, a narrative is 
closely linked to residential heritage and 
its inhabitants, who may, in turn, initiate 
significant changes in established physical 
and social structures. 

In the context of a long-term historio-
graphical and interpretative reading, 
circumstances linked to paradigm changes 
and major events acquire particular im-
portance as they often generate moments 
of rejection by communities and institu-
tions in public narratives – disciplinary 
and otherwise – and in the relationship 
with the heritage.
The idea of heritage, especially in relation 
to residential urban stock, develops and 
varies in close relation to a collective and 
disciplinary understanding that involves 
inhabitants, professionals and institu-
tions at various levels. Paradigm changes 
(economic, social, political, settlement, 
architectural, building...) as well as major 
events are grafted into narratives related 
to heritage and often produce a moment 
of selection or discontinuity with urban 
imagination, upon which subsequent ac-
tions of construction, re-articulation and 
re-interpretation (material, immaterial, 
construction, policy, cultural) are based. 
These actions can offer opportunities to 
enhance or protect ordinary heritage and 
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promote sustainable dynamics, but at the 
same time they are a potential factor of ur-
ban fragilization – tangible and intangible, 
physical and social – when they lead to 
alienation of the residents or to conflicting 
public policies.
When there is no consolidated public his-
tory relating to the heritage in question or 
adequate individual and collective mem-
ory, then narratives are more susceptible 
to the impact of paradigm – disciplinary, 
social, cultural – changes and to frequent 
selections regarding the actions and poli-
cies of major events. 
Community studies, based on British-type 
shared authority and aiming to democra-
tize not only historical knowledge but also 
and above all its creation, can contribute 
to the consolidation and strengthening of 
the sense of social and cultural belonging 
to building and territorial heritage. They 
spread not only historical knowledge but 
above all an aptitude for critical thinking 
(Coccorese, 2017), important for allow-
ing the long-term survival of memory 
and collective imagination, of sense of 
citizenship and interest in heritage, and 
may even lead to mindful and respectful 
contemporary planning. 
Living spaces are not only buildings and 
products of material relationships. As 
seen clearly in history of science research 
(Candela, 2019), the historical memory of 
resident communities can be considered 
one of the most relevant aspects of im-
portant anthropogeographic phenomena, 
in which the community’s ties with the 
territory curbs its vulnerability.
Public and disciplinary narratives that are 
sufficiently strong and resistant over time 
could be an effective tool in maintaining 
this value unaltered and acknowledged, 
even when public narrative varies and 
responds to criteria that are not only dis-
ciplinary and cultural. They might also 
protect heritage from the serious risk of 
distorting local and community identi-
ties exposed to the large influx of people 
brought by major events, and which 
could have long-term negative effects on 
tangible and intangible heritage. 

References

Boyd B., 2009, On the Origin of Stories: Evo-
lution, Cognition, and Fiction. New York: 
Belknap Press.

Caccia S., Olmo C., 2016, La villa Savoye. Icona, 

rovina, restauro (1948-1968). Roma: Donzelli 
Editore. 

Cambridge University Press, 2013, Cambridge 
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Cambridge 
University Press.

Cambridge University Press, 2017, Cambridge 
Academic Contents Dictionary, Cambridge 
University Press.

Candela A., 2019, Seminar Fragilità territoriali 
e rischio sismico tra storia, percezione sociale 
e comunicazione. Politecnico di Milano, 
Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani, 
cycle of seminars Dipartimento di Eccellenza, 
April 18th. 

Caramellino G., De Pieri F., 2015, «Domestic 
Italy after wwii: collecting stories from 
middle-class houses». Candide. Journal of 
Architectural Knowledge, 9: 45-72. 

Caramellino G., Zanfi F., 2015, eds., Post-War 
Middle-Class Housing: Models, Construction 
and Change. Bern: Peter Lang.

Choay F., 1980, La réglé et le modèle, Paris: 
Editions du Seuil.

Coccorese A., 2017, Paper presentato per il 
panel AIPH-40 Storia urbana, architettura e 
progetti di comunità della prima conferenza 
della Associazione Italiana di Public History 
(AIPH), Ravenna, 5-9 giugno. 

De Pieri F., Bonomo B., Caramellino G., Zanfi F., 
2013, a cura di, Storie di case. Abitare l’Italia 
del boom. Roma: Donzelli. 

Rivoltella P.C., 2002, «Narrazione». In: Lever 
F., Rivoltella P.C., Zanacchi A. (a cura di), 
La comunicazione: Dizionario di scienze e 
tecniche. Roma: Rai Libri. 

Rodríguez-Pose A., 2017, «The revenge of the 
places that don’t matter (and what to do 
about it)». Cambridge Journal of Regions, 
Economy and Society, 11, 1: 189–209. Doi: 
10.1093/cjres/rsx024

Secchi B., 1984a, Il racconto urbanistico. Torino: 
Einaudi. 

Secchi B., 1984b, «La forma del discorso urban-
istico». Casabella, 507. 

Treccani, 2017, Treccani. Dizionario della Lin-
gua Italiana. Giunti TVP, Treccani. 

Peripheries
Elena Fontanella
(elena.fontanella@polimi.it)

The etymology of the term periphery – 
from the Greek peri- (around) and phérein 
(to carry), to trace a circumference – re-
calls the meanings referring to differentia-
tion of an interior from an exterior by the 
tracing of a sign, which defines inclusions 
and exclusions (Petrillo, 2013). The dia-
lectical relationship with the existence of 
a centre to which the periphery is opposed 
(retaining at the same time a substantial 
interdependence) can be traced back to 
the same origin. 
The most common sense of the term, relat-
ed to cities, preserves the meanings rooted 
in its etymological origin, corresponding 
to places far from a centre assumed as 
spatial and symbolic references (spatial/
geographic peripheries). Today its mean-
ing is significantly different to the past: 
the traditional idea of peripheral areas as 
places geographically distant from urban 
centres appears outdated or at least highly 
questionable. However, peripheries have 
never concerned just the spatial dimen-
sion, referring to a multidimensional 
disadvantage, to a «complex interweaving 
of spatial and social elements» (Petrillo, 
2018: 16).
The term periphery – which appears today 
as a weak, imprecise and blurred concept 
– designates very different places. Diverse 
meanings emerge by changing the scale 
of reference, until we reach the apparent 
paradox of central peripheries: neighbour-
hoods within historical centres marked by 
degradation phenomena and perceived as 
unsafe (as is the case of port cities like 
Genoa, Naples, or Palermo). This phe-
nomenon is far from recent, even if in the 
past the word periphery was not related to 
historical fabric, to which it was mostly 
opposed. The peripheral condition, here 
referred to an urban and metropolitan 
scale, could also correspond to different 
meanings when the scale changes. Going 
beyond the metropolitan condition, the 
term is currently used on the geographical 
scale, ranging from regional to national 
(as in the case of the peripheral and ul-
tra-peripheral areas of the Italian National 
Strategy for Inner Areas), international 
and intercontinental.
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In urban and metropolitan contexts 
nowadays, especially in Europe, the term 
requires in-depth consideration and a 
redefinition of the embedded meanings. 
Urban structures appear increasingly 
oriented towards a polycentric condition, 
where a geometrically identifiable centre 
is replaced by different centralities. Cities 
have seen their image crumble in favour 
of extensive, widespread fabric, passing 
through a significant paradigm shift: 
from an idea of growth closely related to 
expansion, to one more related to the re-
generation and transformation of existing 
fabric. At the same time there are periph-
eral areas that have been upgraded and 
thus overcome the condition of neglect 
(Infussi, 2011).
Today new peripheral conditions emerge. 
They concern not just the spatial dimen-
sion, going beyond both the centre-pe-
riphery dialectic and the meaning linked 
to physical distance from central areas: 
contemporary peripheries are at the same 
time heterogeneous, different and spe-
cific. As in the past, they do not have a 
specific role, assuming it with reference 
to another area.
The fragility of contemporary peripheries 
is multidimensional. It crosses the spatial, 
the socio-economic, the demographic, the 
cultural and the environmental dimen-
sions, involving tangible and intangible 
conditions (Urban@it, 2020). Spatial 
fragilities, which can affect both public 
and private property (Laboratorio Città 
Pubblica, 2009), appear subtracted from 
spatial continuity in urban and metropol-
itan areas, scarcely accessible [*accessi-
bility] and mainly monofunctional. They 
emerge as underused or abandoned spaces 
and buildings [*abandonment], in scant 
or absent care and maintenance actions, 
that result in the poor quality of dwellings 
[*housing] and public and collective spac-
es, which frequently assume a residual 
nature. They also emerge in unfinished 
projects, in the illegal constructions of 
the «suburbs of individual responses» 
(Bianchetti, 2003: 69), and in the absence 
of collective services and facilities. Public 
imagination tends to recognize peripheral 
areas as ugly, with low urban quality, 
where the care of public space is absent 
or insufficient. Social and demographic 
fragility regards the concentration of dis-
advantaged population (Wacquant, 2016), 
lonely elderly people, single-parent or, 
conversely numerous families. It is related 

to spatial segregation phenomena [*seg-
regation], concentration of non-native 
ethnicities, and it is often associated with 
economic fragilities. These can be referred 
to the limited availability of economic 
resources, both in income and property. 
They refer to lack of employment or 
limited access to the labour market, or 
jobs without security, with a consequent 
difficulty in accessing the housing mar-
ket, due to irregular income. Moreover, 
these different profiles are often heavily 
concentrated in one space. Cultural fra-
gilities, on the other hand, emerge in the 
absence or limitation of cultural activities, 
in the smallest number of spaces suitable 
to accommodate them, in educational pov-
erty and in the phenomenon of scholastic 
segregation. Environmental fragilities 
impact peripheries when there is a pres-
ence of highly polluted soils, a legacy of 
industrialization and de-industrialization 
processes that require significant recla-
mation in order to be used, alongside 
atmospheric pollution, soil consumption, 

and reduction of filtering surfaces. There 
is also a more intangible dimension, that 
of the stigmatization of these areas, of the 
narrative [*narrative] that reinforces a 
mainly negative reputation. The construc-
tion of stigmatization mechanisms often 
corresponds to counter-stigmatization, 
whose roots lie in the sense of identity 
and of belonging to those places. It has to 
be considered that these different aspects 
of fragility not only exist simultaneously 
but also interact and are often the result 
of cumulative cause-effect mechanisms, 
that then feed one another. At the same 
time, peripheral areas also have various 
resources – actual or potential, to be en-
hanced or activated – in terms of space 
and players: innovative actions often arise 
from their interaction.
In this perspective, the fragility of con-
temporary peripheries does not coincide 
with the «predisposition of an object or 
a situation to change its state […] in a 
radical way as a result of unexpected 
casual events» (Infussi, 2020). It is not the 
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consequence of an unexpected disruptive 
occurrence. Nonetheless, fragility can be 
in part assumed to be in an «original state» 
only if closely connected to spatial periph-
eries, a basic characteristic of the object re-
lated to the factor of distance. Conversely, 
peripheral urban and metropolitan areas 
can be considered the outcome of fragili-
zation processes: they become periphery. 
In this sense, their fragility, taken to be 
an «incipient state», can be read as «the 
outcome of a process of progressive loss 
of a state of equilibrium, stability and 
resistance», and as a consequence of «the 
interruption of an evolving process of 
consolidation» (ibid.).
Peripheries are considered fragile ter-
ritories and «places that don’t matter» 
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2017) even though 
they are established within urban fabric 
and metropolitan areas. They are also 
frequently perceived in this way by their 
own inhabitants. They suffer lack of pol-
icies [*policies], upgrading projects and 
investments. There is an acute absence 
of ordinary care, which can be connected 
to that sense of being forgotten by institu-
tions, a belief shared by urban and met-
ropolitan peripheries, and by Italy’s inner 
areas. The inhabitants of those areas no 
longer feel engaged in planning and there 
is no longer a sense of belonging, which 
had sustained a positive symbolic vision 
for most of the 20th century: peripheries 
also represented the possibility of leaving 
unhealthy places, part of the dream of a 
better city and better life (Pasqui, 2018). 
With the distancing of these places from 
urban development dynamics, fragilization 
processes have gradually overwhelmed 
urban and metropolitan peripheries.
In the perspective of a transformative 
action, which projects, which strategies 
and which methodologies can be put in 
place to start and sustain the regeneration 
processes of urban and metropolitan pe-
ripheries over time? What is needed from 
these contexts and from people living 
there? How is it possible to work towards 
overcoming of fragilities in peripheries 
through transformation of space, through 
architectural and urban design, assuming 
an integrated approach that will make 
it possible to act simultaneously on the 
other dimensions involved? The research 
will try to answer these questions and 
will focus on the regeneration of the 
extant, bringing to the surface embedded 
resources. 
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Policies (for fragile 
territories)
Gloria Pessina
(gloria.pessina@polimi.it)

The etymology of the word ‘policy’ can 
be traced back to the Old French ‘policie’ 
(political organization, public administra-
tion), which originates from the Late Latin 
‘politia’ (the state, public administration) 
and from the Old Greek ‘politeia’ (state, 
administration, government, citizenship), 
evidently related to polis (city). The main 
meaning of ‘policy’, documented as early 
as the fifteenth century, would be a plan 
of action or method of management. 
In Italian, ‘Policies’ are translated as ‘poli-
tiche’, thus using the plural form of the 
same noun, while the singular ‘politica’ 
in English is rendered as ‘politics’.
The distinction between ‘politiche’ and 
‘politica’ has been analysed and explai-
ned by many authors, including Gloria 
Regonini, who defined ‘Politica pubblica’ 
(‘Public Policy’) for the Enciclopedia del 
Novecento – Treccani (2004). While ‘po-
litica’ (‘politics’) refers to «competing for 
consensus and attribution of positions of 
power, which in democracies are assigned 
according to votes cast» (Regonini, 2004), 
‘politica/politiche’ (‘policy/policies’) is 
the sum «of the intentions and of the 
actions aimed at solving a problem felt 
as relevant by many» (ibid.). 
Our text will focus specifically on policies 
(‘politiche’), trying to understand which 
of them deal with the territorial dimension 
and whether they are effective in contrast-
ing fragilities. Where necessary, the text 
will highlight some typologies of fragile 
territories to be explored in order to test the 
effectiveness of Italian territorial policies. 
According to Bruno Dente, one of the main 
Italian scholars engaged in the study of 
public policies, the collective problem to 
which Gloria Regonini made reference in 
her definition of public policies could be 
further defined as «a need, an opportunity 
or an unsatisfied demand, usually consi-
dered of public interest» (Dente, 1990: 15). 
In his Le Politiche Pubbliche in Italia 
(1990), Dente highlights how collective 
problems are not addressed solely by 
public authorities (the State, local go-
vernment), but may also be handled by 
a variety of players. In particular, the 
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definition of collective problems, often 
more complex than their solution, would 
need a (sometimes conflictual) contribu-
tion from various components of society, 
in addition to the interaction between 
the State and the market. Nevertheless, 
for public policy analysis, the role of the 
State remains a main issue.
Traditionally, in the Italian context main 
public policies have been classified as 
institutional policies (foreign, military, 
judicial); economic policies (monetary, 
fiscal, industrial, employment); territorial 
policies (urban, environmental, housing, 
cultural heritage); and welfare policies 
(pensions, health). Even though there 
have been many attempts to integrate 
various sectoral policies in Italy in recent 
decades, the integration has neither been 
easy nor effective, in some cases. 
Problematic or ‘fragile’ territories, such as 
urban peripheries [*peripheries], former 
industrial areas being regenerated, or the 
places currently being abandoned [*aban-
donment], depopulating and shrinking 
[*shrinking], as well as large-scale rural 
areas [*landscape], have been the objects 
of various ‘place-based policies’, trying 
to integrate several sectoral policies, e.g. 
housing [*housing], social and economic 
policies. ‘Place-based’ policies in Italy 
often stemmed from EU guidelines and, in 
some cases, are still in conflict with more 
traditional ‘people-based policies’, i.e. 
universalistic, generally related to welfare 
[*welfare]. Making reference to policies 
for economic development, some authors 
have also stressed the contrast between 
‘place-based’ and ‘place-neutral’ or ‘spa-
tially-blind’ policies (Barca, McCann, 
Rodríguez-Pose, 2012). ‘Spatially-blind’ 
policies, in some cases, «may represent 
the best option to promote economic 
growth and facilitate the catch-up of lag-
ging areas» (ibid.: 149), but in others may 
lead to negative outcomes. 
In the attempt to overcome the different 
relationships between policies and terri-
tories, and consequently the scarce effec-
tiveness of many policies in the so-called 
‘places left behind’ (Rodríguez-Pose, 
2017), Italy has recently been experiment-
ing with some ‘place-sensitive policies’ 
(e.g. Strategia Nazionale per le Aree In-
terne), trying to combine traditional wel-
fare policies with the acknowledgement of 
the potential of local contexts. These new 
policies show how the relationship be-
tween ‘politiche’ (policies) and ‘politica’ 

(politics) has long been neglected, and 
emerged through a ‘revenge vote’ (i.e. 
voting for populist parties, according to 
some opinions) expressed by the inhab-
itants of the ‘places left behind’ (or who 
felt they were left behind) by mainstream 
policies, which have mainly promoted the 
competitiveness of foremost urban areas 
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2017). 
Even though such a relationship may 
appear new for the Italian urban studies 
discipline, but it’s not (Crosta, 1990), 
it has been widely explored by the dis-
cipline of geography, at international 
level as well as in Italy (Harvey, 1974; 
Governa, 2014).
According to this view, which foresees 
a dialogue between public policies and 
geography, effective policies, especially 
those targeting fragile territories, could 
not avoid taking into account in-depth 
geographical descriptions, able to grasp 
the various physical, social, economic, 
political, and environmental features of 
the places considered. 

The ‘handling’ of problems could hence 
not be disentangled from their defini-
tion and their in-depth understanding 
(Governa, 2014); on the contrary, the 
‘ill treatment’ of the most fragile popu-
lations by ‘place-based’ or ‘people-ba-
sed’ policies that should target their 
problems seems to be closely bound 
to the given definitions of the problem 
itself (Tosi, 2017). Policies can hence 
generate fragilities, instead of solving 
them (ibid.).
In particular, geography and sociology, 
more than recent urban studies in Italy, 
have been shedding light on the rela-
tionship between power, territory and 
policies, becoming crucial when dealing 
with territories made fragile not only by 
sudden catastrophes, but more often by 
continuous actions, policies and choices 
from which it would be hard to escape 
(‘path dependence’), especially in con-
texts characterized by scarce resources 
(economic, institutional, social capital, 
voice etc.). 
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Among the various territories character-
ized by fragilities addressed by specific 
policies (to varying sectoral degrees), the 
sites of polluting industries being shut 
down are among the most promising 
territories for research into how effective 
policies are for fragile territories and into 
the role of promoting players. 
Different sectoral policies are in place 
in these territories – industrial, mining, 
energy, environmental – managed by 
separate institutional players. As already 
demonstrated by Lewanski (1990), the en-
vironmental dimension has a transversal 
character, hardly taken into account as 
such by policies. Moreover, territories of 
this kind present multiple fragilities and 
several conflicts – in particular between 
the environmental and the employment 
dimension – often exploding at local 
level but requiring supra-local resources, 
decisions and policies. The supra-national 
scale is also part of the picture, given the 
multinational nature of the large enter-
prises relocating elsewhere and leaving 
behind negative external cast-offs in 
abandoned sites. 
The research could hence deal with the 
following question: How do local autho-
rities deal with ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel, 
Webber, 1973), such as pollution after the 
shutdown of industrial activities? How 
does the State redefine its action through 
dedicated policies and special bodies (Bren-
ner, 2004), while the firms move along 
global value chains (Greco, 2016)?
Ongoing research is questioning the nature 
and efficacy of policies for territorial fra-
gilities and is fostering a dialogue among 
different disciplines, such as urban/terri-
torial studies, geography and sociology.
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Prototyping (process of)
Alisia Tognon
(alisia.tognon@polimi.it)

The concept of ‘prototyping’ is configu-
red as an operational, conceptual and 
etymological tool, which interprets and 
constructs the notion of transformative 
project in a context that goes from the 
urban to the building scale. Through this 
definition of a matrix, admissible degrees 
of transformation are defined in relation 
to the characteristics of fragile territories. 
It is a tool that defines a morphological/
typological research method, aimed at 
defining prototypes of re-cyclable archi-
tecture.
Prototype: from the Greek πρωτότυπος, 
formed by πρωτο, ‘a first or primitive 
form’, and τύπος, ‘impression, mould, 
pattern’. The Italian Accademia della 
Crusca states that the word ‘prototipo’ 
has been in use since 1598. The original 
meaning indicates the ‘first example’, the 
‘model’ of a device or machine, which 
may require testing and refinement, upon 
which the construction in series of subse-
quent items is based. In literature, as well 
as in the history of art and archaeology, it 
is used as a synonym of ‘archetype’, but 
with a more general meaning: it indicates 
«the most ancient example, known or 
reconstructed, to which a tradition, can 
be traced […]; therefore, the most cha-
racteristic example of a genre» (Treccani).
Archetype: from the Latin archety ̆pum, 
Greek aρχέτυπον, formed by aρχε-, ‘be-
ginning, origin, first place’ and τύπος, 
‘modello’. The term ‘archetype’ in philo-
sophy (Plato) indicates the critical essen-
ce of sensible things (Treccani). In the 
analytical psychology of Jung, ‘archetype’ 
represents a universal and «pervasive idea 
or image from the collective unconscious» 
(Jung, 1943). It is an ‘innate condition of 
intuition’, a non-fixed model, continually 
reworked by society, which constitutes 
the very essence of a culture. In archi-
tecture, ‘archetype’ is the image that 
expresses a primitive form, a model based 
on function or construction technique e.g. 
‘Primitive hut’ (Laugier, 1753).
In ‘Recycle’ terminology – concerning 
urban fabrics and landscapes characteri-
zed by processes of under-use, abandon-
ment [*abandonment] – the notion of 
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prototyping acquires particular relevance 
in relation to the terms of ‘Reuse’, ‘Rege-
neration’ and ‘Recovery’ [*regeneration]. 
Indeed, we consider the ‘recycling project’ 
as a continuous and cyclical process, whe-
re the architectural object is considered 
material in constant transition from one 
cycle to another (Formato, 2016). Extant 
buildings become the starting condition 
that triggers the desire to transform and 
it defines new formal and spatial arrange-
ments. This condition suggests implemen-
ting precise and defined knowledge of the 
context, that is considered as a material 
that activates the transformation and 
acts as a transformant at the same time 
[*adaptation].
In this perspective, defining a prototype 
for ‘vacant’ places requires a definition 
of a set of tools, which goes beyond the 
definition of strategies and possible levels 
of intervention. Rethinking the typological 
question, in a one-to-one relationship with 
the theme of morphology, becomes the 
essential component in the construction 
of new forms of living space for defining 
‘recyclable’ context [*housing, *land-
scape].
Design actually develops from a series of 
concrete experiences, rooted in time, from 
a multitude of completed forms, classified 
as typologies and organized in space, 
using shared elements. In this sense, the 
prototype becomes a condition that goes 
beyond the space of a precise time and is 
configured as a timeless diagram.
In light of this, the cultural, symbolic and 
constructive components of the concept 
of ‘type’, characterizing the exact idea of   
architecture, are regained. In particular, 
it stands between the concept of type/ar-
chetype, proposed by the enlightenment, 
and nineteenth-century manuals, and 
the concept of type/prototype, coined in 
the Modern Movement, in response to 
the needs imposed by new development 
‘models’ (Moneo, 1999).
The link established between ‘type’ and 
‘prototype’ is rooted in the need for know-
ledge and description of morphological 
principles, and implies a set of subjects, 
made up of modalities and their own 
representative characters (Martí Aris, 
1996). The type is considered a trace of 
memory, located deep in the structure 
of the form, and an operating method, 
through which it is possible to reveal the 
reality and ontological content of archi-
tecture. The study of types is a stage that 

cannot be overlooked in any theoretical 
or critical design process. It further offers 
innovative opportunities for developing 
new project proposals (Gazzola, 1990). 
Moneo (1999) also states that at the 
same time architecture is named, we are 
forced to define the concept of typology 
with a classification of sets, to identify 
correspondence between the object – to 
be named – and the set of objects having 
similar characteristics.
In architecture, the concept of type as de-
fined by Quatremère de Quincy (1832) is 
the classical distinction between form and 
matter. Moreover, it imitates a characte-
ristic ontologically, which then generates 
a new architectural process each time 
through analogies or metaphors. In line 
with this, the concept of reproducibility 
and the difference between type and mo-
del become key factors, where considering 
the inseparable link with history is also 
essential (Oechslin, 1985). 
In theoretical criticism, the concept of 
type has been read in an ambivalent way. 

On the one hand, it is an instrument of 
creative freedom, in which we recognize 
the degrees of ‘ethical imitation’, the pos-
sible combinations in the design process, 
through different geographical and tem-
poral areas (Solà Morales, 2005: 22-27). 
On the other hand, it is considered a form 
of ‘rejection’ of the creative act (Argan, 
1965), considering art as anti-typological 
by definition (Zevi, 1973: 100).
A remarkable observation for the critical 
assumption of the concept of type in the 
definition of an operational proto-type 
project is the recognition of the relation-
ship between urban form and building 
type (Muratori, 1963). If the city – and 
the entire territory – is understood as a 
‘collective work of art’, the aim is the 
definition of a ‘historically operative’ 
practice, in which space and time are 
interconnected in the reconstruction of a 
historical process (Muratori, 1960).
The concept of prototyping, as an opera-
ting tool for recycling actions in fragile 
territories, becomes relevant if there is a 
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dialectical relationship between persistent 
facts and variable facts [*adaptation].
Indeed history is impacted by a «mecha-
nism of mutations», which is expressed 
in built fabric through a series of «minute 
changes to make it function with limited 
amendments as the building process is 
endlessly pursued by the modifications 
required by the parallel needs process» 
(Caniggia, Maffei, 1979 [1993]: 52).
Thus, Caniggia (1979) defines this ‘mech-
anism of mutations’ as a ‘typological 
process’, so the architect’s work starts 
with diagrams: the design action begins 
with a formal invariant that underpins the 
spatial objective, proceeding by variations 
to transform an abstract diagram into a 
space to ‘inhabit’.
The proto-type is, hence, considered as a 
parametric tool able to allow an anthropic 
structuring within the mutation process. 
It is considered a method that allows pro-
gressing from the particular to the general, 
by breaking down an organic whole into 
its specific forms. The prototype principle 
is intended not as the replicability of a 
standard model. On the contrary, it is a 
definition of a prototyped process, which 
allows a continuous transformation of the 
territory. It is established as a matrix that 
interpolates different situations, contexts, 
and degrees of fragility for resilience 
actions.
Regardless of the use of prototyping 
processes in the architectural field, the 
aim is to ensure the efficiency of resil-
ience for fragile territories, at various 
ranges. These process in the product 
design or engineering sectors can be 
viewed as a problem-solving. Based on 
the opinion expressed in these fields (Ar-
nold, Heyne, Busser, 2005), the study 
of the prototype in architecture could 
summarize the definition of prototyping 
according to several macro steps: classi-
fication of problems, analysis of issues, 
plan development, plan implementation 
and results from the evaluation. These 
may differ by field application, with 
specifications that must be examined 
on case-by-case. 
In this research, the reference scale in-
cludes the urban settlements and the link 
with the territory around it. The proposed 
approach for the definition of prototyping 
reuse processes passes through macro 
steps. First identify problems, by under-
standing what causes led to the current 
situation (regional scale). Second, identify 

a macro-scale reuse strategy exploring 
the possible needs of the potential users 
and improving the functionalities (local 
networks). Third, define hybridizations 
between typological features, functions, 
and interaction of open/built spaces 
(urban fabric scale) (Stabile, Zampilli, 
Cortesi, 2009). Finally, set the architec-
tural range in which building typology 
(Caniggia, Maffei, 1979), structural 
characters (Giuffrè, Carocci, 1999) and 
activation of zero-impact energy process 
come into play. 
The need to define a prototype process 
aims to provide definitions concerning the 
abstract reading of the problems. Starting 
from a deductive method, we arrive at 
the definition by degrees, narrowing the 
meanings until reaching the accuracy of 
terms. Similarly, the prototype allows 
acting by analogy concerning common 
characters, providing the tools to be also 
applied in different contexts. It is partic-
ularly useful for aiming at a synthesis of 
information that may have a fragmentary 
or partial character.
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Regeneration
Michele Morganti
(michele.morganti@polimi.it)

Regeneration derives from Late Latin 
regeneratio and in its broadest sense 
refers to the action of generating again, 
to restore, to bring back efficiency (Trec-
cani, 2019). Originally used in a spiritual 
sense, in science and technology the 
word means, respectively: «the process by 
which some organisms replace or restore 
lost or amputated body parts», or «the 
incessant turnover by which all tissues 
and organs constantly renew themselves»; 
or «the renewal of the original state and 
properties of a substance» (Treccani, 
2019; Merriam-Webster, 2019; Britannica, 
2019). In recent years, because of its use 
in the above-mentioned disciplines, the 
word also entered the field of architecture 
and urban studies, and often associated 
with the adjective urban as a qualifier. For 
most experts, reference to the concept of 
regeneration demonstrates – as frequently 
happens – a paradigm shift in architec-
tural design theory. This shift has been 
caused by the actual epoch, the so-called 
Anthropocene (Crutzen, 2005).
Just as modification, recovery and qualifi-
cation are now understood to represent a 
period of architectural design, character-
ized by changes in conditions (Gregotti, 
1984; Secchi, 1984), today regeneration 
could well be the concept around which 
actual architectural, landscape and urban 
design theories, methods and techniques 
‘coagulate’. This lexical change reflects a 
profound change in design structure (La 
Varra, 2016).
In the common sense of the locution, 
urban regeneration is intended as a vast 
range of integrated policies [*policies] and 
actions, usually promoted by a partner-
ship of public and private stakeholders 
aimed at long-lasting and holistic renewal 
of degraded urban areas (Lehmann, 2019; 
Infussi, 2011; Musco, 2009). In such a 
vast scenario, an exhaustive phenome-
nology in the field of urban studies is not 
advisable. Nevertheless, in the light of the 
current interest in the concept, it could be 
useful and appropriate to establish charac-
teristics that identify urban regeneration 
as an effective measure to counteract ter-
ritorial fragilities, whether of constituent 

type – protection and care actions – or 
due to degradation processes – repairing 
or adaptation (Infussi, 2020). 
The above-mentioned theories, methods 
and techniques, when related to urban re-
generation design, are based on a holistic 
approach useful for meeting real urban 
challenges and suggesting building stock 
transformation with the aim of improving 
well-being, efficiency and sustainability. 
The design process specializes in response 
to several cases requiring advanced tech-
nical input. In this way, architectural 
design reasserts its scientific dimension, 
demonstrated by the ability to analyse, 
forecast and control the design result 
(Secchi, 1984).
Moreover, regeneration, more than sim-
ilar words recently used to identify the 
modification of the existing urban context 
and with which it shares the prefix re-, 
such as reuse, recycle, renovation, etc., 
makes clear reference to the process of 
growth of living systems. Indeed, the anal-
ogy between urban settlements and living 

organisms is one of the main aspects to 
have inspired several recent studies. The 
complex conditions experienced in cities 
are addressed through innovative meth-
ods derived from physics and biology.
Some of the main aspects that characterize 
the urban regeneration approach are cov-
ered in [*housing], [*peripheries], [*poli-
cies] and [*welfare]; some others, refers to 
related design fields such as regenerative 
landscape or landscape regeneration 
(France, 2007). Without overlooking the 
importance and the complexity inherent 
to this approach, here we focus on ana-
lysing those aspects directly related to the 
physical nature of territories and therefore 
to their fragilities. Physical characteristics 
are crucial to facing the above-mentioned 
environmental and social challenges 
effectively.
Italian territory is characterized by a wide 
variety of urban settlements with many 
different physical features due to a com-
plex evolution over history: form, dimen-
sion, formation period, geomorphology, 
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natural environment, etc. However, to 
provide a meaningful framework for the 
different natures of the fragilities of this 
territory, it is useful to highlight key 
elements for deciding main enforcement 
actions to be included in urban regener-
ation, and it should be multidimensional 
and multiscale.
Fragility may be climatic in nature. At 
a regional scale, in which Köppen sees 
several climatic zones, climate change 
experienced in recent years, especially 
the associated forecasts for future decades, 
has shown the vulnerability of urban 
systems (Köppen, 1931). Rising of aver-
age temperatures, extended heat waves, 
intense flooding, increasing periods of 
extreme drought followed by heavy rain-
fall, frequent hydrogeological instability, 
fires of vast proportion, all threaten the 
functioning of material (networks, energy 
grid, drainage system) and immaterial 
infrastructures (healthcare system, ed-
ucation, cultural and social services). 
Territorial planning must be provided 
with analytical and operational tools for 
highlighting areas most exposed to risk. In 
addition, design solutions and measures 
are required in order to enhance response 
capacity to the above-mentioned climate 
conditions and therefore the functioning 
of the urban system. With the intention 
of alleviating and adapting [*adaptation] 
this aspect of fragility, these tools must be 
conceived in the perspective of promoting 
the integration between and with urban 
regeneration actions.
On the urban scale, fragility may be 
microclimatic in nature. The city as a whole 
is susceptible to the urban heat island 
effect. The very nature of urban systems – 
especially in Europe – is that of compact 
settlement characterized by medium-high 
density and use of artificial materials that 
cause rising temperatures (especially at 
night), reductions in natural ventilation 
and relative humidity that would decrease 
indoor and outdoor comfort, and increase 
energy consumption in summer. 
On the same scale, fragility may be 
morphological in nature. The evolution 
of Italian and European cities has resulted 
in settlements made up of urban fabric 
differing in features and forms. Conse-
quently, the environmental and energy 
performance of each fabric is significantly 
affected, to the point of making it more 
fragile due to a more intense urban heat 
island effect, higher energy demand, poor 

natural lighting conditions. Several stud-
ies clearly demonstrate the existence of 
a fragility gradient within a city affected 
by the same local climate. Other studies 
underline the positive effects in terms 
of comfort and energy efficiency that 
could be obtained by the introduction of 
nature-based solutions (urban forestry, 
greening, water), control of solar radia-
tion, appropriate selection of urban and 
building materials (high-albedo materials, 
green roofs and façades), and control of 
natural ventilation in open spaces, etc.
On the building scale, fragility may be 
typological in nature. Nowadays, Italian 
building stock, and especially residential 
building stock has proved to be unsuitable 
for meeting actual environmental and en-
ergy requirements. Until the last 25 years 
of the 20th century, buildings were con-
ceived to respond to other requirements, 
very often associated with primary needs. 
Building typology and form were designed 
according to these needs without any 
attention to environmental performance. 
Moreover, the housing building stock is 
outdated with poor typological adapt-
ability and inadequate spaces for current 
needs [*housing].
On the smallest scale, where it is possi-
ble to study building elements in detail, 
fragility may be related to the construc-
tion. In this case, the fragility derives 
from physical characteristics or level of 
degradation and structural instability. 
Most Italian building stock was built with 
construction methods that did not comply 
with current requirements. Moreover, 
aiming to guarantee energy efficiency, 
comfort and health for occupants, actual 
conditions often require significant refur-
bishment actions. 
As far as the typological and construction 
aspects of fragility are concerned, public 
housing districts are potential urban re-
generation scenarios that raise questions 
on modification methods. More than in 
other parts of the city, in these contexts 
is possible to address, develop and test 
urban regeneration theories and practices 
effectively. Indeed, in these neighbour-
hoods, it is possible to act on open spac-
es, buildings and other urban elements 
applying an integrated approach.
Urban regeneration is one of the most 
privileged research areas in the field of 
territorial fragilities for theoretical aspects 
and design strategies. It constitutes the 
‘design context’ where awareness can be 

raised on environmental and social issues 
and can provide effective design solu-
tions thanks to a multidimensional and 
multiscale approach. In the near future, 
key players in urban regeneration must 
continue their efforts in this direction, 
especially urban designers and architects.
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Matteo Del Fabbro
(matteo.delfabbro@polimi.it)

The Latin root of the word segregation 
refers to a process of separation of one 
element from a whole, as the prefix se- in-
dicates the enucleation, isolation from a 
grex, literally a flock of sheep. The Italian 
word egregio has similar etymology (ex 
grege) and nowadays is used mainly as 
a respectful way to address an important 
person in a letter, treating them as some-
one who stands out from the crowd for 
their achievements or position. With a 
meaning close to this, the term segrega-
tion is used nowadays in everyday life in 
certain English-speaking countries, such 
as India, to refer to the system of waste 
collection in which households must 
sort their refuse into different dustbins 
by material, for recycling or composting. 
As noted by Bruno Cousin in the Preface 
to Oberti and Préteceille (2017), even 
the word ghetto, which is part of the 
same lexical field as segregation, has 
been subject to several semantic shifts 
in history, according to the geo-historical 
context in which it has been used: first 
to indicate the quarter in which the 
Jewish community was obliged to re-
side under the Republic of Venice in the 
Renaissance period. It was adopted by 
the Chicago School of urban sociology 
to study population settlement patterns 
in the industrial metropolis in the peri-
od between the two World Wars, and it 
then returned to Europe during the Nazi 
occupation of Warsaw and other cities, 
as a socio-spatial device to implement the 
extermination of Jews, gypsies and other 
minorities as well as political opponents.
However, in order to outline the meaning 
of segregation in the social sciences, we 
start from the work of the Chicago School 
of urban sociology. The term segregation 
was brought into the social sciences by 
the Chicago School «as a metaphor for 
the residential separation of ethno-racial 
groups» (Maloutas, 2012: 4). Although 
this approach was highly useful as an in-
terpretative tool of the social phenomena 
studied by the Chicago School, there are 
some epistemological aspects that must 
attract our attention for the application 
of the original meaning of the term today 

– around 90 years later – in a globalizing 
urban experience. 
The first problematic aspect emerges in 
the above quote, which argues that the 
concept of segregation was introduced to 
the scientific discourse through the rhetor-
ical figure of the metaphor. This rhetorical 
figure establishes a kind of logical connec-
tion between a concept and its empirical 
referent which remains inherently open 
to subjective interpretation. This raises a 
second problematic aspect and relates to 
the overarching paradigm sustaining the 
construction of the social sciences in the 
early 20th century. This paradigm was 
based on the assumption that the study 
of human society and social development 
should reproduce the scientific approach 
and methods used in the natural sciences. 
As noted by Maloutas (ibid.), this led to 
‘human ecology’ being established as a 
specific field of study. The third prob-
lematic aspect, which is a consequence 
of the previous two, is the implosion of a 
denotative and a connotative qualification 

in the original formulation of the concept 
in the social sciences. Indeed, as a deno-
tative concept, segregation referred to 
settlement patterns of homogeneous social 
groups within a functional urban area; 
as a connotative concept, segregation 
referred to the social disadvantage and 
discrimination endured and suffered by 
these same groups. These two aspects, the 
concentration of residential location and 
the structure of social inequalities in an 
urban industrial system were merged and 
intertwined in the original formulation 
of the concept, and they coexisted in the 
definition of segregation, but their nec-
essary connection was not theoretically 
demonstrated.
Nevertheless, the major advance by the 
Chicago School of urban sociology in the 
study of the urban social environment 
was that – for the first time – «spatial 
mechanisms [were introduced] into the 
explanation of social differentiation» 
(Fainstein N., Fainstein S.S., 2018: 239). 
Although some contemporary authors 
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have explicitly taken up the challenge of 
addressing the major theoretical short-
comings of the Chicago School’s approach 
to urban sociology (Martinotti, 2017), 
such an ambitious goal has not been 
fully achieved. The rest of this entry will 
therefore engage with how different intel-
lectual traditions have sought to reframe 
the concept of segregation, defined as the 
relationship between spatial organization 
and social structuration, in a contempo-
rary urban context.
After being neglected for some decades, 
the topic of urban segregation garnered 
the attention of scholars once more with 
the growing importance of ‘the urban’ – 
urban agglomerations on a regional scale 
or ‘city-regions’ (Scott, 2001) – for the 
direction, management and control of 
transnational exchanges and economic 
globalization processes (Sassen, 1991). 
The recovered attention for segregation 
did not occur alone, but in association 
with the topic of urban socio-economic 
polarization. Reiterating the unproven 
assumption that the residential spatial 
organization of the urban context goes 
hand in hand with the social structuration 
of the urban population, it was claimed 
that the socio-economic polarization in-
duced by economic globalization in the 
urban population, would entail higher 
residential concentration of homogeneous 
social groups. 
However, when economic globalization 
processes reached urban environments 
outside the usa, empirical evidence 
pointed towards the existence of different 
combinations of spatial and social mech-
anisms within city-regions, for instance 
in Western Europe (Hamnett, 1996; 
Préteceille, 1995) as well as in Southern 
Europe (Maloutas, 2007).
Therefore, the most meaningful contribu-
tions to the field of segregation studies in 
Europe can be analysed, retrospectively, 
as a reflexive attempt to question the im-
plicit, undemonstrated assumption char-
acterizing the concept of segregation itself. 
One line of research on segregation in 
Europe, initiated by social geographers 
(Musterd, Ostendorf, 1998), postulated 
disentanglement of the denotative and 
connotative aspects of the segregation 
concept. This tradition stresses the role 
of the [*welfare] state in reducing urban 
inequalities. This implies a process in 
which inequalities are first created by a 
relatively unconstrained residential choice 

of urban households, and subsequently 
they are kept under control by relatively 
strong urban public [*policies], especially 
in the field of [*housing].
Another line of research, initiated by 
urban sociologists (Préteceille, 2000) 
accepted the coexistence of denotative 
and connotative aspects in the definition 
of segregation, and the ensuing sense of 
segregation as a social or political prob-
lem. This tradition stresses the wider 
societal divisions based on class, as well 
as other structural societal fractures. 
This implies that intra-urban residential 
disparities ought not to be created in the 
first place, by addressing wider forms of 
domination and oppression through social 
transformative movements and political 
representation. 
Recent works have built upon this Europe-
an intellectual debate to address the con-
ceptual knot of the relationship between 
segregation as an empirical measure and 
segregation as a public issue (Arbaci, 
2019). Some useful insights on the at-
tempt to conceptualize this relationship 
could also be derived from a reflection 
on the concept of stigma (Link, Phelan, 
2001), because it features a processual 
dimension, which is important to under-
stand segregation as a public issue. Stigma 
has a processual dimension in the sense 
that it is the outcome of social construc-
tion and social reproduction strategies, 
not a natural characteristic. 
The concept of stigma has not been applied 
to describe spatial phenomena, topologi-
cal relations or regional/territorial dynam-
ics: according to the main authors who 
dealt with this concept, stigma applies to 
individuals, not places. Therefore, it may 
be difficult and risky to do a direct anal-
ogy and adopt this same term to discuss 
phenomena like the organisation of urban 
space. However, it is useful to reflect on 
the concept of stigma when dealing with 
segregation, to the extent that it suggests 
a perspective in which segregation may be 
understood as a social construction, as a 
phenomenon characterised by actions of 
(spatial) separation and distancing that 
cast a negative connotation upon certain 
places of a city. Instead of borrowing and 
adapting terminology from a different 
scientific field to create new expressions 
such as ‘territorial stigmatization’, it 
seems more cautious to start even from a 
more common expression such as ‘social 
construction of place’ and work towards 

a more precise conceptual definition, in 
order to recognize actions of separation 
and distancing in which the role of organ-
isation of space is of primary importance. 
There have been some attempts to build 
such a conceptual framework (Andersen, 
2002) but their influence in the scientific 
debate has been limited. 
Based on the above considerations, I 
argue that studying segregation as a 
public issue involves studying the social 
construction of the places that form a 
city, not just the socio-economic char-
acteristics of individuals whose place of 
residence (as registered by the census) 
is clustered in certain quarters of the 
city. In this perspective, a special type 
of ‘stigma’ would be applied to the place 
as such and may be transmitted to the 
inhabitants of that place, cumulating 
or not with individual disadvantages of 
socio-economic nature. 
By adopting such original but not ground-
less epistemological positioning – with 
regard in particular to the debate on 
neighbourhood effects – it is possible to 
connect the topic of segregation to the 
framework of territorial fragilities in a 
more fruitful way: a segregated territory/
urban place can be regarded as a fragile 
territory/urban place, because its social 
construction over time has been charac-
terised by practices of physical separation 
and distancing and therefore the place is 
characterised by lower [*accessibility] and 
reduced opportunities of redemption for 
the involved [*peripheries].
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The territory and the city are also met-
aphors for society, writes sociologist 
Arnaldo Bagnasco (2016). Urban plan-
ners, architects and sociologists can 
talk amongst themselves and with other 
academics only if they can be tuned into 
the same wavelength. Words and images 
are basically the elements on which this 
wavelength is based, so today it is nec-
essary to concentrate on the relationship 
between words and their meanings and 
to identify an appropriate language for 
an understanding of urban phenomena 
(Bianchetti, 2011). This is important 
because the most prevalent attitudes to 
definitions and meaning of words in disci-
plines – not only in architecture and urban 
studies – are generally understood and 
deformed by two misleading tendencies: 

the highly reductive attitude of its sig-
nificance and the continuing trend of 
contention between different disciplines. 
Against this background of weakening 
and segregation, how is the relationship 
between the words territorial fragility 
and shrinkage measured? Shrinkage can 
be an ambiguous word and its definition 
depends on the problem that arises. What 
does ‘shrinkage’ mean within the artic-
ulated and plural processes of fragility 
of the space-society relationship? What 
expresses the phenomenon of shrinkage 
for a territory? What elements constitute 
this condition of fragility?
The conceptualization of the phenom-
enon of shrinkage has a long history. 
Indeed, as early as the beginning of the 
20th century there were instances of 
gradual reduction in some territories 
affected by the phenomena of ‘epochal’ 
rural exodus (Lanzani, 2015). In this case 
the theme of the shrinking demographic 
is accompanied by the city-country dual-
ity, condemning rural areas [*landscape] 
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to a condition of profound marginality 
[*accessibility] and decline (Aa.Vv., 
1932). During the 1970s, the phenome-
non of shrinkage was equally significant 
in large cities. Unemployment, precari-
ousness and degradation were conditions 
that triggered city crisis and contributed 
to a profound social emergency. At the 
same time, there was a shift in city econ-
omies from a Fordist production system 
to a post-Fordist economy (Osvalt, 2005). 
The changing forms of the economy 
led to abandonment [*abandonment] 
of many urban centres that were once 
intensely industrialized (Soja, 2000). 
The economic and socio-spatial disinte-
gration of the Fordist model opened the 
way for the long season of urban studies 
on disposal of industrial areas on the 
one hand, while the various other forms 
of suburbanization came about through 
the increase in the most widespread 
urbanization and urban peripheries [*pe-
ripheries]. The phenomenon of shrinkage 
can also be observed in those territo-
rial contexts in which there are strong 
migration flows following significant 
political changes. Nevertheless, we also 
witness other – more episodic – forms 
of shrinkage, caused by environmental 
and climatic disasters. Subsequently 
entire cities were abandoned, rebuilt or 
replaced [*adaptation].
However, the term ‘shrinkage’ can be 
considered of recent use, as the term 
has only entered common use in urban 
studies in the last two decades. Until 
the 1990s, terms like decline, degra-
dation, abandonment and crisis were 
used to describe shrinkage phenom-
ena. The growing recognizability of 
the term ‘shrinkage’ can be associated 
with German ‘Stadtumbau Ost’ policies 
[*policies]. The German program was 
geared to those East German cities af-
fected by significant population losses 
after reunification. German planners 
chose to conceptualize the phenomenon 
through the use of the word ‘shrinkage’ 
as it had a neutral meaning, contrary to 
the negative perceptions associated with 
the words used up to that point (Bernt, 
2015). Since then, shrinkage has become 
a widespread term and attempts to con-
struct definitions have multiplied. How-
ever, it must be emphasized that today 
this attempt to attribute a neutral term 
seems to have failed, as by now in our 
daily practices, in the rhetoric of public 

discourse and also in disciplinary debate, 
the word ‘shrinkage’ is charged with a 
univocal and stigmatized meaning, very 
close to the obsessive, disquieting idea 
of alarm, increasing widespread cultural 
pessimism. Shrinkage is seen as a hollow 
shell (Esposito, 2018) where little by 
little everything is eroded. The void, the 
legacy of shrinkage, the so-called ‘places 
left behind’ (Rodríguez-Pose, 2017) are 
frightening, and alarmism excludes any 
thought or gesture that could limit this 
fear. We find the same convergence of 
despair and alarm in the way scientific 
literature identifies the causes and ef-
fects that influence shrinking territory: a 
combination of economic, demographic, 
political and spatial transformations.
Within a framework of great social, eco-
nomic and territorial changes, the simi-
larities in the different forms of shrinking 
of a territory open at least two, heavily 
overlapping interpretative approaches 
in scientific literature. The first of these 
interpretative approaches concerns the 
identification of demographic transforma-
tions as the main indicator of shrinkage. 
Indeed, demographic decline and what is 
called ‘second demographic transition’ 
(Van de Kaa, 1987) explain effectively 
the main causes of territorial shrinkage. 
The demographic phenomena change 
spatial structure, operating methods and 
image of a territory. Subject to the same 
dynamics, also the forms of living [*hous-
ing] also change in step with a decreasing 
population. On the whole, contemporary 
territories will have to rethink their 
identity [*narrative] radically, and new 
preoccupation with decline bring fragil-
ity, preoccupations and further concerns 
for territories. Population decrease and 
modification of its structure will progres-
sively move towards a preponderance of 
elderly in the population compared to 
the total number of residents. This will 
also lead to a rapid decrease in young 
people of childbearing age, starting a 
vicious circle, in which the decline of 
the total population is aggravated by the 
lack of generational turnover. However, 
besides shifting demographic trends, the 
phenomenon of shrinkage in scientific 
literature also refers to economic, social, 
political, and spatial transformations. 
Change from an industrial to a service 
economy, change of urban forms, change 
in types of social bonds show different 
aspects of the phenomenon. Shrinkage 

that affects cities, metropolitan areas, 
suburbs, urban sprawl (‘città diffusa’), 
intermediate territories, industrial dis-
tricts, and high-altitude and inland dis-
tricts in different ways.
Ultimately, the relationship connecting 
‘territorial fragility’ and ‘shrinkage’ 
covers a vast range of aspects that allow 
us to observe different paths. Para-
phrasing Bourdieu, it can be said that 
these paths touch upon the different 
forms of a territory’s capital: economic, 
material, symbolic, spatial (Bourdieu, 
1986), without overlooking social and 
demographic aspects. As part of the 
‘Territorial Fragilities’ project the word 
‘shrinkage’ could be explained precisely 
as the intertwining of these paths, the 
overlapping of the shrinkage of a terri-
tory’s capital. The term ‘shrinkage’ is 
used to indicate one possible condition 
of territorial fragility and does not con-
cern only those territories in which we 
see the dynamics of shrinking popula-
tions, shrinking activities in place, and 
shrinking flows across them, but it also 
concerns those territories with a grow-
ing lack of care and maintenance, and/
or abandonment in significant segments 
of both public and private built stock. A 
heritage that can appear excessive, also 
because of past dynamics of overpro-
duction, or less and less habitable, due 
to its urbanistic-building connotations 
[*regeneration], as well as to the con-
texts in which it is found [*connection]. 
Territorial fragility becomes evident in 
those districts in which the erosion of 
forms of cohabitation are seen, with the 
failure of spatial support inherited from 
the 20th century [*welfare], and in those 
territories where there is exposure to en-
vironmental, social, economic, political, 
and institutional risk.
The issue of shrinkage has strong social 
and scientific significance, involving the 
field of economics, urban planning and 
politics, and is highly relevant, as recent 
forecasts suggest the phenomenon shows 
no signs of decreasing in the foreseeable 
future. Therefore, being able to under-
stand how alarm can be dispelled will be 
a theme to be addressed, so shrinkage can 
then be considered a normal process in 
the developed world. Can we change the 
lens in which we look at the world and 
accept and plan the shrinkage through 
the so-called smart shrinking (Coppola, 
2012)? Is it possible to consider shrinkage 
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Welfare (inadequacy of)
Cristiana Mattioli
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‘Welfare’ is an English word, which 
first appeared in the 14th century (‘wel 
faran’) as a combination of ‘well’ with 
‘fare’, which originally meant ‘to get 
along’ or ‘to travel’, and which is also 
the origin of ‘farewell’. Originally ‘wel-
fare’ described the state of doing well, 
especially in respect to good fortune, 
happiness, well-being, or prosperity. 
However, at the beginning of the 20th 
century the word started to be used 
with its current meaning and since 1941 
it has been associated with the noun 
‘state’ to indicate those situations in 
which public institutions deliberately 
intervene in market economy with the 
aim of protecting citizens from risks, 
redistributing incomes, and assuring 
equal opportunities through services and 

benefits. According to Marshall (1964), 
welfare also allows people to be part 
of society, hence implementing social 
rights and ensuring full enjoyment of 
citizenship. 
‘Welfare’ and ‘welfare state’ does not 
have a definitive meaning, as it needs to 
be negotiated collectively every time, in 
a process of continuous socio-political 
reformulation. 
The relationship between welfare and the 
city is crucial but multifaceted. Urban 
planning has always focused on the 
construction of a just and healthy city, 
firstly addressing hygiene issues and, 
in particular in the 20th century after 
wwii, providing special building types 
for the urban fabric and appropriate 
distribution of services in growing ter-
ritories (Secchi, 2005). Through zoning 
and urban standards (Renzoni, 2018), 
welfare policies built specific spaces 
and facilities, thus shaping the city. 
‘Material welfare’ (schools, nurseries, 
social services, senior centres, sports 

as practice of reorganization of production 
and consumption and as reconciliation 
process between lifestyle habits and en-
vironmental sustainability models? What 
does the word ‘shrinkage’ mean outside of 
the lexical context of decay, uncertainty, 
bereavement, and loss?
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and cultural facilities, public parks and 
playgrounds, etc.) forms a crucial collec-
tive infrastructure that has accompanied 
European industrialization and urbaniza-
tion, while sustaining social policies and 
constructing universal citizenship. Put 
in place at different times, welfare spac-
es are widespread, albeit maintaining 
profound differences and variants with 
respect to physical composition, spatial 
distribution, state of maintenance, and 
management forms. 
While the spatial and aesthetic configu-
ration of facilities plays an active role in 
the definition and provision of efficient 
welfare policies and services [*policies] 
(Bricocoli, Sabatinelli, 2017), on a more 
general level, urban space can con-
tribute to social cohesion and personal 
well-being. Welfare thus questions urban 
planning by underlining the importance 
of space configuration and comfort in 
relation to quality of life and equality. In 
this regard, not only are the presence and 
performance of welfare spaces important 
for the definition of urban habitability, but 
‘in-between urban spaces’ also become 
crucial in making everyday life more 
comfortable, safer and healthier. Further-
more, the analysis of practices and uses of 
public spaces and facilities can contribute 
to a better understanding of the changing 
nature of welfare (Munarin, Tosi, 2014). 
Supported by post-war economic surplus, 
the welfare state expanded until the crisis 
of the 1970s, when welfare policies started 
to show their inadequacy in responding 
to new socio-economic challenges: global-
ization, ageing population, immigration, 
and the emergence of new forms of social 
vulnerability and exclusion linked to 
changes in work and family biographies 
(Kazepov, Carbone, 2007). Public debt, a 
general lack of legitimacy, and austerity 
measures have all led to a recasting of 
welfare state via cuts of services, privat-
ization and outsourcing (Foundational 
Economy Collective, 2018). At the same 
time, welfare policies have been adopted 
as supports of economic growth, namely 
social investments that allow the ‘activa-
tion’ of people’s capabilities, sustaining 
their employability (Saraceno, 2013) and 
make territories attractive.
The welfare state crisis and downturn in 
urban growth, with the consequent emer-
gence of urban regeneration issues, have 
highlighted the necessity of reforming 
and adapting [*adaptation] the existing 

welfare system, in its material and imma-
terial aspects (Gabellini, 2018).
In this reflection, the notion of ‘territorial 
fragilities’ can add new elements for a 
better appreciation of the connection be-
tween welfare and the territory, especially 
in times of crisis. On the one hand, it is 
possible to consider facilities in territories 
and areas where different forms of social, 
economic and spatial fragility combine. 
On the other hand, the physical legacy 
of welfare can be described as a fragile 
urban element in itself. At the same time, 
it is a significant social fixed capital that 
can be exploited strategically to promote 
projects and policies for urban regenera-
tion [*regeneration].
The reflection on the physical dimension 
of welfare must be put in relation with two 
tendencies of public services: the emer-
gence of the communitarian model and 
the opportunities offered by ict (Carrosio, 
2019). The first case is related to social 
innovation, citizens’ involvement and the 
creation of local networks of sociality and 
solidarity, while the second regards the 
digital infrastructure (Pedersen, Wilkin-
son, 2018) that becomes a strategical tool 
for overcoming the lack of accessibility 
to facilities [*accessibility] by providing 
innovative, more efficient services that 
can be customized on the effective needs 
of people. Also, as it happens in sharing 
economy experiences, it allows more di-
rect connection between offer and demand 
of services, as well as the active – and 
sometimes subsidiary – participation of 
users in their design, organization and 
management. Although critical issues re-
lated to digital divide, inequality (Schou, 
Pors, 2019) and depersonalization must 
be taken into account, virtual services and 
spaces can integrate the real ones. They 
could indeed aggregate people around bot-
tom-up initiatives, for instance in social 
street projects, or substitute traditional 
services in case of great collective danger, 
as the recent covid-19 outbreak has dra-
matically shown. The recent emergency 
is providing also the opportunity to look 
at public services (above all schools and 
health centres) as crucial local centrali-
ties. The need of service territorialization 
questions rooted procedures of hierarchi-
cal reorganization, which have favoured 
few, central hubs to the detriment of the 
local welfare network. Nonetheless, the 
abundancy of unused public facilities 
offers a potential field of experimentation 

of innovative, multifunctional services 
realized through low-cost interventions 
and the involvement of different actors.
In empirical research, the general ele-
ments of welfare transformation must 
necessarily be linked to the different 
institutional regimes (Esping-Anders-
en, 1990). Some of the peculiarities of 
the Italian welfare system should be 
highlighted (Ferrera, 1996). First of all, 
selective policies, related in particular 
to individual working condition or fam-
ily profile, combine with others that are 
universal (e.g. health). State intervention 
is residual, as family plays a prominent 
role in the welfare mix and the third 
sector has recently taken on a subsidi-
ary role. Also, Italy has been described 
as a ‘clientelist political system’, where 
redistributive mechanisms are used to 
favour individual interests (Flora, 1991). 
In this sense, welfare is often associated 
to the idea of inefficiency and waste of 
collective resources. At a national level, 
ageing population and low birth rate are 
undermining the sustainability of the 
pension system, which absorbs the largest 
slice of social resources, while regional 
management of services has brought back 
important territorial disparities and dif-
ferences in distribution and quality. This 
situation can be described effectively by 
considering welfare spaces. 
In order to overcome the traditional 
north/south duality of areas and cities 
in Italy, it is possible to identify at least 
three transversal ‘geographies’ in relation 
to the condition and distribution of wel-
fare facilities, their territorial role, local 
urban configurations, socio-economic and 
demographic trends.
The first considers the role of public 
facilities in marginal, rural places. The 
National Strategy for Inner Areas (Barca, 
Lucatelli, 2014) assigns a key role to es-
sential public services (mobility, school, 
health) in the definition and delimitation 
of peripheral places since personal oppor-
tunities and social inequalities are affected 
by their accessibility. In these territories 
the main issue relates to the contraction 
of public facilities, which are no longer 
sustainable due to population loss, ageing 
and low residential density [*shrinking]. 
Other connected topics are the aggregation 
of facilities on intermunicipal basis, the re-
lated abandonment [*abandonment] and 
under use of public buildings, the need 
for new kinds of social services. 
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The second is related to lack and loss of 
public facilities. It comprises marginal 
territories and other critical places, such 
as metropolitan peripheries [*peripher-
ies] and unlawful neighbourhoods, in 
particular in Southern Italy. In this case, 
the issue is more traditional: to create 
new facilities, in particular where the 
territorial planning system has already 
planned to provide services but has not 
yet done so.
The third includes metropolitan areas, 
mid-sized cities and diffuse urbanizations, 
where public facilities are abundant and 
consolidated, yet inadequate to respond to 
contemporary needs, requiring functional 
and dimensional redefinition. In particu-
lar, when resources are scarce, it is more 
and more difficult to maintain existing 
facilities, which soon become obsolete and 
inefficient, as well as non-compliant with 
current legislations, and in some cases 
are left unused. Even when the quality of 
existing facilities is high, they are likely 
to remain very inward-looking, revealing 
poor relationships with nearby urban 
spaces (parking, green areas, pedestrian 
and cycle paths, etc.) and neighbourhoods 
[*housing]. 
The different dimensions of welfare fra-
gility are not separate, but rather bound 
tightly to causes and possible respons-
es. The aforementioned considerations 
question sectorial and spatial separation, 
fostering not only a new relationship be-
tween urban project and social policies, 
but also the hybrid and flexible configura-
tion of public facilities and their connec-
tion to urban and environmental systems 
(Lanzani, 2015). The implementation 
of such integrated projects and policies 
requires new forms of governance and a 
dialogue within the different departments 
of public administration, as material wel-
fare reform comprises interventions on 
a variety of urban materials, at different 
scales, as well as innovations in service 
provision and management. 
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Fragility is perhaps the concept that best represents the 
many uncertainties of our time related to different issues 
such as political and economic instability, energy and 
ecological transition, climate change, demographic and 
migratory dynamics. The article aims at conceptually 
clarifying the notion of fragility so as to try to 
differentiate it from other related notions such as that 
of vulnerability. It is pointed out that vulnerability is a 
notion that, unlike fragility, can be understood (in line 
of principle) entirely by means of risk analysis tools; and 
secondly, although both fragility and vulnerability can 
be regarded as ‘dispositions’, they belong to two different 
types.
Keywords: fragility, vulnerability, uncertainty

Fragilità: concetto e nozioni affini
La fragilità è forse il concetto che meglio rappresenta 
le molte incertezze del nostro tempo legate a diverse 
questioni come l’instabilità politica ed economica, la 
transizione energetica ed ecologica, il cambiamento 
climatico, le dinamiche demografiche e migratorie. 
L’articolo ha lo scopo di proporre una chiarificazione 
concettuale intorno alla nozione di fragilità in modo da 
differenziarla da altre nozioni affini come, ad esempio, 
quella di vulnerabilità. Si proverà a dimostrare che la 
vulnerabilità, a differenza della fragilità, è una nozione 
che può essere intesa appieno (almeno in linea di 
principio) attraverso gli strumenti dell’analisi del rischio 
e, in secondo luogo, che sebbene fragilità e vulnerabilità 
possano essere considerate come ‘disposizioni’, esse 
appartengono a due tipologie differenti.
Parole chiave: fragilità, vulnerabilità, incertezza
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1. Introduction1

Fragility is perhaps the concept that best represents the many 
uncertainties of our time related to different issues, from political 
and economic instability to energy and ecological transition, from 
the climate change to the complex relationship between demo-
graphic and migratory dynamics. This may serve to explain how 
the use of both the term and its adjective (fragile) has permeated 
an ever-growing number of fields. Fragile can in fact refer to 
objects, people, economic and social systems, territories, ecosy-
stems, and so forth. Such a broad spectrum of applications, at 
least in abstract and metaphorical terms, helps to further explain 
the global popularity enjoyed by the concept of fragility. But up to 
what extent is this concept appropriate to understand and explain 
some of the most salient phenomena of our time?
Our contribution aims at conceptually clarifying the notion of 
fragility so as to try to differentiate it from other related notions 
such as that of vulnerability, for example. We tackle issues that 
deal with probabilistic risk assessment in order to show their 
methodological and theoretical limitations in grasping the very 
notion of fragility. In fact, we show how issues of fragility can 
rarely be reduced to or explained through the traditional metho-
dologies of risk analysis. On the contrary, the notion of fragility 
shows a certain degree of familiarity with that of uncertainty, 
which does not necessarily imply any quantitative (i.e. usually 
probabilistic) assessment of risk. Next, we suggest how to inve-
stigate, from a foundational point of view, the notion of fragility 
by means of the theory of dispositions. The use of dispositions 
will allow us to fine-tune our definition of fragility and differen-
tiate it more appropriately from other related notions. Section 2 
clarifies the distinction between risk conditions and the condition 
of (fundamental) uncertainty. Section 3 presents a conceptual 
clarification of the notion of fragility by comparing it with the 
concepts of vulnerability, resilience, resistance, robustness, 
tenacity and ductility. Section 4 focuses on the relationship 
between fragility and uncertainty by touching upon different 
ways of ‘averting’ fragility to lastly explain – also by means of 
some examples – why fragility should not be confused with vul-
nerability. Section 5 entails the conclusions of our contribution.

2. Risk and uncertainty
When referring to risk, many different definitions are implied, 
some informal, some more technical. A classic (and technical) 
definition is the one given by the Royal Society, according to 
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which risk is the product of the probability of an event, the 
magnitude of its effect and the severity of the consequences in a 
stated period of time (Royal Society, 1983). This is a probabilistic 
definition of risk, often used in probabilistic risk assessment. 
However, other definitions are also to be found in the literature. 
For instance, risk can be understood as:
(i) an unexpected event that may or may not occur;
(ii) the cause of an unexpected event that may or may not occur;
(iii) the probability of an unexpected event that may or may 
not occur;
(iv) the expected statistical value (i.e. the product of the proba-
bility and a severity measure) of an event that may or may not 
occur; this is essentially the definition given by the Royal Society;
(v) the fact that a decision was made under known conditions 
of probability (known unknowns) (Hansson, 2018; Roeser et 
al., 2012).
Definition (i) only stresses the unexpected nature of a risky 
event, while (ii) makes the cause of an event coincide with the 
risk itself. Of course, it is one thing to talk about risk factors, 
but quite another to be able to distinguish between risk and 
cause, which can oftentimes become extremely misleading. 
Definition (iii) highlights the random character of the risky 
event, regardless of the potential impact of the consequences 
of such event. Quite the contrary, (iv) includes, in the defi-
nition of risk, the assessment of possible consequences. The 
last definition (v) stresses how decisions taken under risk 
conditions fall within the scope of known unknowns, that is, 
of those events that may or may not occur and whose potential 
occurrence we have at least a probabilistic assessment. In the 
field of disaster risk assessment, in particular, the following are 
identified as risk components: the potential danger (or hazard), 
the exposed value (or exposure), and the vulnerability, which 
can be defined as the susceptibility of the exposed elements 
(people, manufactured products, economic activities, etc.) to 
suffer damage caused by a specific potentially harmful event 
(unisdr, 2015).
Hence, we can technically speak of risk when we are able to 
both estimate the expected value of a possible event from a 
probabilistic point of view – since elements such as its statistical 
distribution are known – and to evaluate its possible conse-
quences in a stated period of time. A well-known example of 
a decision taken under conditions of risk is betting at a casino 
roulette; here, all the probabilities of an event are computable 
ex ante. When this is not possible, we generically speak of un-
certainty, which in the most severe forms is called fundamental 
uncertainty (unknown unknowns) or even ignorance (Carrara 
et al., 2019). Fundamental uncertainty (also known as ‘severe’, 
‘genuine’, ‘deep’, or ‘great’ uncertainty) has a non-probabilistic 
nature and represents the most common form of uncertainty 
that we experience in everyday life. Keynes makes this concept 
clear by stating that
«By ‘uncertain’ knowledge I do not mean merely to distinguish 
what is known for certain from what is only probable. The game 
of roulette is not subject, in this sense, to uncertainty [...] The 
sense in which I am using the term is that in which the prospect 
of a European war is uncertain, or the price of copper and the 
rate of interest twenty years [...] About these matters there is 
no scientific basis on which to form any calculable probability 
whatever. We simply do not know (Keynes, 1973: 213-214)».2

According to Keynes’ perspective it can be difficult to give a 
probabilistic risk assessment of deeply uncertain events that we 
have (almost) never even considered. It is exactly in these cases 
that we speak of uncertainty. In the following paragraph we will 
clarify the reasons why we believe that fragility adheres more 
to notions related to forms of uncertainty rather than to risk.

3. Notion of fragility and similar concepts
In this section, we will try to better explain the notion of fragility 
and show how it differs from similar notions. In a broad sense, 
by fragility we refer to the quality of an object or system (but 
metaphorically also of a person, a social group, a territory, etc.) 
to be easily ‘broken’ (from the Latin frangere = to break) even 
by a minor, ordinary, or non-violent force. Fragility may in 
fact increase or decrease over time, and can even appear in the 
absence of disruptive events or interventions, due to the gradual 
effect of passing time or to the mere exposure to environmental 
agents. Strictly speaking, however, fragility is an intrinsic char-
acteristic associated with a specific fracture modality (whether 
short, sudden, or abrupt) that is independent from the specific 
type of shock.3

Interestingly enough, something fragile is not necessarily vul-
nerable if it is protected from certain external events or agents 
able to potentially trigger or accelerate its breaking process. 
In fact, when we talk about the vulnerability of an object or 
system, we refer to the condition of insufficiency or inadequacy 
of its protective means with respect to a specific potential 
danger. Vulnerability therefore involves those characteristics 
that influence the ability to anticipate, cope with and oppose 
a hazardous event (Wiesner, 2016; Coburn, Spence, Pomonis, 
1991; Eriksson, Juhl, 2012). In this sense, vulnerability is an 
‘adaptive’ kind of notion, since it concerns the possible adap-
tation of an object or system to certain threats (tab. 1). Such 
concept regards a condition prior to a specific shock; thus, it can 
also refer to individuals and objects as well as to communities, 
systems, organizations and territories.
Resilience, on the other hand, can be defined as the ability to 
absorb or withstand the traumatic effects of a shock and to 
regroup, reactivate and, in the best cases, return to the state 
prior to the adverse event (Resilience Alliance, 2010). In fact, 
the notion of resilience also has a genuinely adaptive nature, 
being a capacity that can be recognised and measured after 
a specific shock. Similar to vulnerability, it can refer to both 
individual entities and complex communities and systems.
It should also be noted that what is fragile does not necessarily 
have little resistance if it can withstand large ‘loads’ or stres-
ses. By resistance, in fact, we mean the ability of an object or 
system to withstand large and/or repeated efforts before its 
rupture occurs. This means that resistance is an ability that 
can be recognised and measured during one or more specific 
shocks. Unlike resilience, resistance does not include the abi-
lity to reorganize and is not an adaptive notion (Aven, 2010; 
Scholz, Blumer, Brand, 2012). The same applies to the notion 
of robustness, referring to the ability of opposing impactful 
events without suffering damage that is disproportionate to 
the amount of stress received.
In the study of materials (and, by way of analogy, in other 
areas) it is also common to distinguish plastic deformations, 
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which indicate the permanent modification of a material 
following a stress, from elastic deformations, which instead 
disappear when the stress stops. Ductility is a material’s ability 
to plastically deform before breaking, while tenacity is its ability 
to plastically absorb energy before breaking. These two last 
properties are thus also to be set apart from fragility, which 
does not imply elasto-plastic reactions but rather abides by an 
abrupt and rapid type of rupture.

4. Fragility and uncertainty
Fragility shows to be a multidimensional concept; for this reason, 
we have at our disposal diverse solutions in order to ‘avert’ fra-
gility, some based on prevention measures (when fragility exists 
but is prevented from manifesting itself), others on out-and-out 
alternatives to it. We recognize at least four ways of averting 
fragility: (i) an adaptive way based on reducing vulnerability, 
that is by providing a set of protection and modification mea-
sures or mechanisms able to reduce the risk of rupture so as 
to avoid the very occurrence of fragility (which, as we know, 
often remains latent); (ii) a non-adaptive approach based on 
resistance and robustness, i.e. the intrinsic ability of an object 
or system not to be seriously damaged, thus avoiding any type 
of rupture; (iii) an adaptive approach based on resilience, as the 
ability of recovering from a shock without remaining perma-
nently broken or deformed; (iv) an adaptive approach based on 
tenacity and ductility, i.e. the ability to have a plastic absorption 
or deformation prior to the inevitable rupture.
Averting fragility therefore may lead us down different paths, 
some of which deal with the issue of predisposition. Strictly 
speaking, predisposition precedes a shock, thus without di-
rectly affecting the adaptability of a system in the subsequent 
phase. From a philosophical standpoint, such predisposition 
(to break) can be read as a disposition (Borghini, Williams, 
2008). Dispositions in fact represent the ability of an object or 
system to trigger a certain situation (i.e. its ‘manifestation’) 
as the result of a set of stimuli that are, in turn, linked to the 
dispositions of other objects involved in the shock; such other 
objects also have their own dispositions: and it is thanks to the 
complementary dispositions of the involved objects that mutual 
manifestations are produced. For example, a glass bottle – a 
fragile material par excellence – can be destroyed by the blow 

(i.e. an appropriate stimulus that causes shock) of a hammer 
(an object with a disposition to break fragile objects). Dispo-
sitions are characterised by the manifestations they produce 
and are thus specific to certain manifestations. As previously 
mentioned, the disposition to fragility has its manifestation in 
an abrupt and rapid rupture, reason why fragility can be seen 
as the disposition of an object or a system to break abruptly. 
However, in order for a disposition to possess any possible 
behaviour, it is not necessary for its manifestation to occur: a 
fragile object in fact expresses in itself the possibility, and above 
all, the typology of its own breaking. This also implies that a 
family of different stimuli can lead to the same type of shock. 
In the case of the glass bottle, we know it can break in various 
ways, meaning that the manifestations of the disposition to be 
fragile are multiple and diverse: the bottle can break in two 
or three parts, but also shatter, crumble, and so on. Common 
dispositions (such as the disposition to fragility) for which 
there is a plurality of manifestations and appropriate stimuli 
(i.e. proper to create shock) are called conventional dispositions. 
Canonical dispositions, on the other hand, are characterised 
by an explicit and specific set of stimulus conditions and ma-
nifestations (Choi, 2008). 
An example of a canonical disposition is the disposition to vul-
nerability. Vulnerability is usually expressed with statements 
such as «5% of buildings in this city would collapse following 
a storm with the wind at 150 km/h and an inclination of 45 
degrees». In this case, both the stimulus condition (wind speed 
and inclination) and the manifestation (the collapse of 5% of 
buildings) are well specified. It is worth noting that vulnerability 
can be linked to the (probabilistic) notion of risk of a specific 
shock, following a precise and unambiguous description of 
the appropriate stimulus for determining it; fragility, instead, 
involves deeper forms of (fundamental) uncertainty. In fact, 
fragility is difficult to express by means of probabilistic measures 
since the appropriate shocks and stimuli for it are not (or cannot) 
always or completely be explicit. As we have seen, the existence 
of several stimuli and different possible manifestations of the 
shock also depends on the dispositions of the other objects able 
to cause the rupture.
Research conducted as part of the ‘Excellence’ project of the 
Department of Architecture and Urban Studies at Politecnico 
di Milano (dastu) has shown that «fragility consists in the 

Concept Peculiarity Adaptability

Fragility Abrupt rupture NO

Vulnerability Insufficient protection (from threats) YES

Resilience Elastic shock absorption (recovery/reactivation) YES

Resistance Endurance (load or fatigue) NO

Robustness Proportion between stress and damage NO

Tenacity Plastic absorption YES

Ductility Plastic deformation YES

Table 1 – Related concepts and their peculiarities 
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predisposition of an object or situation to radically change its 
state as a result of unexpected accidental events».4 Contrary to 
what happens with vulnerability, such events do not need to 
be specified from time to time. The concept of fragility, in fact, 
involves forms of uncertainty that result from the complexity of 
the object or system it refers to. This is why one must consider 
the possibility of unexpected scenarios coming to the fore, which 
is evident not just in the case of simple objects, but even more 
in complex systems such as cities, territories, or ecosystems. On 
the contrary, the notion of vulnerability is linked to assessing the 
severity of the consequences of a potential hazard in a specific 
and well-defined scenario.
All in all, notions such as probability, expected utility, damage 
and consequences assessment can be very problematic when 
applied to the concept of fragility. This does not mean that 
probabilistic risk estimates are always useless for an analysis 
of fragility; yet, they are clearly not the only tool available 
nor do they represent the most appropriate method to follow. 
Fragility-related issues appear to be closer to fundamental un-
certainty and to have some affinities with the so-called wicked 
problems (Rittel, Webber, 1973; Hajer, Hoppe, Jennings, 1993), 
which are often dealt with in planning theories. The term 
‘wicked’ points to complex and ‘malicious’ dilemmas that can 
only be fully expressed and understood after the formulation of 
their solution; in turn, a solution will be difficult to formulate 
due to the problem’s uniqueness and the poorly-defined aspects 
involved. In other terms, in order to anticipate any questions 
arising from wicked problems, it is necessary to have knowledge 
of all possible solutions. And fragility-related issues – with their 
multifaceted structure and their way of interacting with other 
complex and scarcely defined systems – seem to belong even 
more to this family of problems.
In this section we presented ‘negative’ ways of reflecting upon 
the notion of fragility; yet, it should be pointed out that no 
English word can be actually used as its opposite, as Nassim 
Taleb recently observed. Taleb therefore proposes to introduce 
the term antifragile – both as a noun and an adjective – with 
a focus on the core concept of randomness and uncertainty. 
An antifragile object or system should be able to also relate 
with what is unknown. Following his definition, antifragility 
– unlike fragility – should be endowed with an adaptive cha-
racter because it would be associated with self-organization 
mechanisms that go beyond the concepts of resistance, robu-
stness and resilience, bringing the object or system to even 
improve its own characteristics and capabilities. According 
to Taleb, in sum, antifragility would ultimately provide the 
conceptual means to better understand the same notion of 
fragility (Taleb, 2012).

5. Conclusion
Fragility expresses a broad and articulated concept that cannot 
be fully captured with the existing tools of risk analysis. Such 
difficulty stems from the complex nature of the concept of fra-
gility, which shows relevant affinities with issues and methods 
of fundamental uncertainty. We started out by demonstrating 
how the peculiar characteristics of fragility differ from those 
belonging to related notions. In particular, we showed how fra-
gility should not be confused with vulnerability for at least two 

reasons: vulnerability is a notion that, unlike fragility, can be 
understood (in line of principle) entirely by means of risk analy-
sis tools; and secondly, although both fragility and vulnerability 
can be regarded as dispositions, they belong to two different 
types. Fragility is in fact a conventional disposition in which the 
manifestations and stimuli required for rupture are not specified, 
whereas vulnerability is a canonical disposition in which both 
the manifestation and the stimuli must be well-specified and 
calculated. And, even though it would be perfectly possible to 
investigate the conventional disposition to fragility through the 
canonical disposition of vulnerability in a specific scenario, the 
result would be a highly simplified, incomplete and contextual 
notion of fragility.
In future contributions, we intend to extend the research sco-
pe of fragility and to develop both theoretical and empirical 
types of activities with a precise and circumstantiated look at 
different forms of fragility about territories. We will outline 
how the notion of fragility when applied in a specific field 
may diverge from its general meaning assuming metaphori-
cal connotations calling for a pragmatist invitation to act and 
promote targeted policies. 

Notes

1. The article is the result of the joint work of the two authors. However, 
Daniele Chiffi edited sections 1 and 2, while Francesco Curci edited 
sections 3 and 5. The two authors jointly edited section 4.
2. On the notion of fundamental uncertainty see also Hansson (1996) 
and Chiffi, Pietarinen (2017). 
3. By specific shock we mean the event that can trigger the occurrence 
of a potential danger (hazard).
4. The presentation of the Excellence project is online at www.eccel-
lenza.dastu.polimi.it/. The text about ‘territorial fragility’ has been 
partially extrapolated from an early version of the article by F. Infussi, 
in this issue.
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Fragilità primer
Francesco Infussi

Politecnico di Milano, Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani
(francesco.infussi@polimi.it)

… La fragilità come incertezza, 
fra ciò che siamo e ciò che non siamo 
– che non siamo ancora, o non siamo più.
… La fragilità come incrocio, 
come bivio – dove tira sempre vento.
… La fragilità di chi è in cerca.
… La fragilità di ogni definizione, 
di ogni chiusura. …

Niccolò Nisivoccia, Sulla fragilità, 
Le farfalle, Valverde (Catania) 1919

La fragilità territoriale si può forse riconoscere e intendere in 
modi diversi. Esplorare un suo possibile lessico è una legittima 
operazione che tenta, più che di definirne il centro concettuale, di 
metterne a fuoco i presupposti, le implicazioni, le associazioni e 
applicazioni possibili. Esplorare un tema a partire da una ipotesi 
sulla sua periferia è un modo prudente per circoscriverlo e anche 
un modo per intendere l’attività di ricerca come una graduale 
approssimazione alla definizione del suo oggetto.
È evidente, o almeno dovrebbe esserlo, che un lessico dedicato 
alla fragilità non possa contenere un lemma dedicato ad essa. Il 
testo che segue non ha l’ambizione di darne una definizione pre-
scrittiva, ma di proporre su di essa alcune osservazioni elementari, 
concernenti cioè alcuni primi rudimenti descrittivi e concettuali 
che presuppongono un ulteriore sviluppo e approfondimento.
Nei primi quattro paragrafi cercherò dapprima di esporre alcune 
ragioni della fragilità e poi una schematica, quanto astratta, sua 
possibile declinazione. L’applicazione al territorio e ai fenomeni 
sociali delle concezioni di fragilità che presenterò ha esiti dif-
ferenti entro le dimensioni della conoscenza e dell’azione pro-
gettuale. Nei paragrafi successivi ho quindi provato a segnalare 
alcune conseguenze nell’ambito dell’attività di progettazione 
(intesa in senso lato e multidimensionale), con l’intento di ri-
cordare le pratiche correnti, senza esporle a un giudizio critico, 
né sottolineando forme del progetto e modalità di intervento 
auspicabili; operazioni, queste ultime, che appaiono possibili 
solo in riferimento a casi concreti e specifici.
Non è sicuramente l’unico modo per definire la fragilità, le sue 
declinazioni e le azioni progettuali che la riguardano, forse non 
sono neanche le osservazioni più importanti. Mi sembrano però 
fertili per l’istruttoria di una riflessione, come credo si debba 
intendere il lessico pubblicato in queste pagine. Il presente testo 
cerca, quindi, di indicare una cornice provvisoria, segnalandone 

La fragilità territoriale si può forse riconoscere e 
intendere in modi diversi. Esplorare un suo possibile 
lessico è una legittima operazione che tenta, più che 
definirne il centro concettuale, di metterne a fuoco i 
presupposti, le implicazioni e le associazioni possibili. 
Esplorare un tema a partire da una ipotesi sulla 
sua periferia è un modo prudente per circoscriverlo 
e anche un modo per intendere l’attività di ricerca 
come una lenta approssimazione alla definizione 
del suo oggetto. L’autore propone una schematica ed 
astratta declinazione della ‘fragilità’ e ne espone le 
conseguenze per l’azione progettuale. Lo scopo consiste 
nella costruzione di una cornice, non prescrittiva ma 
provvisoria e fragile, entro la quale mettere al lavoro i 
lemmi che costituiscono il lessico.
Parole chiave: fragilità; lessico; progetto

Fragility primer
Territorial fragility may be recognized and interpreted 
in different ways. Exploring a possible lexicon is a valid 
operation that tries to focus on premises, implications 
and possible connections rather than to define the 
main concept. Exploring a subject departing from 
its peripheries is a way to circumscribe it as well as 
to understand research activity as a slow process of 
progressive definition. In this work, the author proposes 
a schematic and abstract declination of ‘fragility’ and 
exposes the impact of this definition for the design 
process. The aim is the construction of a framework for 
the headwords that compose the lexicon, not regulatory 
but temporary and fragile.
Keywords: fragilities; lexicon; project
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anche la natura incerta e quindi fragile, mettendo al lavoro i 
lemmi in modo, eventualmente, da contraddirla. Può essere 
inteso anche in senso strumentale: come una trama di lavoro 
sulla quale intessere ulteriori (e anche diverse) riflessioni, effet-
tuare specifici approfondimenti, fondati su esperienze concrete, 
costruendo poi nuove prove di concettualizzazione. In questo 
senso può essere considerato un primer in senso proprio: cioè più 
che un testo introduttivo e preliminare, soprattutto un innesco 
che dovrebbe determinare la produzione di altri testi.
Come si vedrà, coltivo una concezione relazionale di fragilità: essa 
è riconoscibile in riferimento sia a uno sguardo specifico, sia a un 
contesto (di stati di cose e temporale) popolato da una pluralità 
di oggetti ed eventi. Ci consente di riconoscere uno stato di fra-
gilità solo la consapevolezza che l’oggetto alla quale si riferisce 
appartiene a un contesto, insieme ad altri con i quali intrattiene 
relazioni. Non si dà quindi fragilità, eventualmente costituente 
problema, se non all’interno di uno scenario che implichi legami, 
contatti, interazioni fra oggetti, soggetti, situazioni.
Avverto che il testo è costruito con enunciati apodittici, lo stile 
non è argomentativo e i contenuti sono lontani da una collo-
cazione empirica immediata che non sia quella che il lettore 
stesso può riconoscervi. Questi caratteri richiedono quindi la 
collaborazione del lettore che dovrà mettere al lavoro la sua 
‘enciclopedia’, le sue esperienze e conoscenze, per collocarvi, 
quando lo riterrà opportuno, esempi e riferimenti che possano 
far ‘atterrare’ questi concetti entro differenti livelli di realtà, 
specifiche situazioni e/o vicende empiricamente identificabili.
Quanto al linguaggio impiegato, va solo ricordato che i termini 
‘oggetto’, ‘situazione’, ‘sistema’ e ‘contesto’ non fanno riferi-
mento solo alla materialità degli stati di cose, ma ad una loro 
concezione multidimensionale, all’incrocio tra spazio e società.*

Ragioni della fragilità
Chiamiamo fragilità la predisposizione di un oggetto o di una 
situazione a mutare il proprio stato e le proprie caratteristiche 
costitutive, in modo anche radicale, a seguito di eventi inattesi 
accidentali. Per situazione intendo la composizione di differenti 
elementi, eterogenei ma fra loro imbricati in modo specifico, che 
costituisce uno stato di cose, multidimensionalmente inteso, 
rilevante ai fini di una descrizione (intenzionale) e dell’azione 
del soggetto. 
Tale predisposizione è dovuta alla capacità limitata, da parte 
dell’oggetto o della situazione, di ‘interagire con’ oppure di 
‘reagire a’ accadimenti che contraddicano la natura della sua 
condizione, delle sue caratteristiche o dei suoi elementi costi-
tutivi, causando degenerazione e/o conflitto. 
La condizione di fragilità in una situazione designa quindi uno 
stato di equilibrio precario, che assume condizioni di stabilità 
(provvisoria) grazie all’imbricazione interna dei suoi elementi 
costitutivi, alla continuità e alla solidità delle relazioni che essa 
intrattiene con il sistema complessivo al quale appartiene e con 
il suo contesto.
Il termine viene comunemente usato per indicare uno stato 
di rischio e per alludere all’irrompere di un possibile, a volte 
inevitabile, peggioramento rispetto allo stato di cose iniziale. 
Il riconoscimento delle caratteristiche di fragilità comporta 
eventualmente l’impiego di qualche parametro (quantitativo 
e/o qualitativo) che consenta di riconoscere e prevedere stati 
di crisi in relazione a differenti accadimenti. I parametri, cioè, 

consentono di costruire scenari, auspicabili o negativi, attraverso 
congetture che abbiano la forma: ‘se… allora…’.
Sembra di poter dire che una condizione di fragilità non abbia 
sempre le medesime origini e che le sue caratteristiche dipen-
dano anche dal particolare processo entro il quale essa si può 
riconoscere. A questo riguardo credo di poter distinguere almeno 
tre declinazioni della fragilità.

Fragilità come caratteristica costitutiva
In una prima declinazione la fragilità è una caratteristica costituti-
va dell’oggetto o della situazione. In questa fattispecie la fragilità è 
uno stato originario che può essere messo a rischio dalle pratiche 
antropiche o da eventi naturali. 
Come le situazioni naturali, anche quelle artificiali possono 
avere caratteristiche di fragilità costitutiva, pur essendo esito 
di un processo di progettazione e/o di un insieme di pratiche 
spontanee di trasformazione che si accumulano nel tempo. Non 
necessariamente essa è conseguenza di errori di progettazione 
o di implementazione, ma di strategie che hanno lo scopo di 
realizzare oggetti o situazioni che, fatti salvi i livelli tecnologici, 
economici e sociali raggiunti, non possono altro che essere fragili.

Fragilità come stato insorgente
In una seconda declinazione, la fragilità è l’esito di un processo 
di infragilimento; essa è pertanto uno stato insorgente, essen-
do legata all’allontanamento da una condizione di equilibrio, 
stabilità e resistenza di una situazione che in precedenza non 
ricadeva in una condizione di fragilità costitutiva.
Si tratta di un processo di mutamento di un oggetto o di una 
situazione nel quale sopraggiunge una perturbazione dell’equili-
brio che porta le caratteristiche originarie a versare in uno stato 
di degrado o malfunzionamento, tali da renderle vulnerabili a 
fronte di specifici eventi inattesi. 
Quando si tratta di un oggetto la fragilità insorge a causa della 
perdita di alcune delle sue caratteristiche costitutive di resisten-
za o resilienza. Il degrado consiste quindi in un mutamento 
dell’oggetto, attraverso l’insorgere di una limitazione o mediante 
la sottrazione di una sua qualità da parte di un processo di peg-
gioramento interno o di un evento esterno inatteso.
Quando si tratta di una situazione, la fragilità può emergere 
a seguito di un danno nelle modalità di mutua imbricazione 
degli elementi costitutivi, vale a dire nelle relazioni che gli 
elementi intrattengono fra di loro, nella coerenza e l’efficien-
za del rapporto che li unisce, utili a conseguire un equilibrio 
stabile e duraturo, non fragile. Oppure nelle situazioni si può 
manifestare una fragilità insorgente come conseguenza del 
degrado delle peculiarità di uno dei suoi elementi costitutivi, il 
quale, perdendo le sue caratteristiche di equilibrio e resistenza 
interni, riduce le sue capacità di coesione con gli altri elementi 
della situazione stessa. 
Nelle situazioni, pertanto, la fragilità insorgente consiste nella 
perdita di coesione fra gli oggetti costitutivi, a causa dell’indebo-
limento di uno di essi, oppure a causa del degrado delle stesse 
caratteristiche di coesione.
In entrambi i casi la fragilità insorgente può essere un fenomeno 
che emerge per ragioni endogene, quindi per deperimento natu-
rale, degrado o per mancanza di cura, oppure può essere indotta 
da ragioni esogene che irrompendo negli stati di cose provocano 
disequilibri e riducono la resistenza di oggetti e situazioni.
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Fragilità come interruzione di un processo evolutivo
Il riconoscimento di una terza declinazione della fragilità è subordi-
nato a un cambiamento del punto di vista e dell’oggetto sul quale è 
convogliato lo sguardo: non più stati di cose, ma situazioni in dive-
nire. In una terza declinazione, infatti, lo stato di fragilità è l’esito 
dell’interruzione di un processo evolutivo e poi di consolidamento 
in corso di definizione: una modificazione o una trasformazione 
in via di realizzazione che non ha ancora ancora raggiunto uno 
stato di equilibrio e che trova ostacoli lungo il suo percorso.
In una prima fattispecie, il processo evolutivo che viene osta-
colato è legato a uno svolgimento complesso, connotato da una 
modificazione spontanea (anche se è possibile abbia relazioni 
con piani, progetti e politiche locali). Consiste in situazioni pro-
cessuali stabili, ma lente nel loro evolversi che, se messe sotto 
pressione, perdono i loro connotati originari e vedono ridursi le 
poche risorse alle quali facevano riferimento, emergendo così 
una condizione di fragilità.
In una seconda fattispecie, il processo evolutivo che viene 
ostacolato è l’esito di specifici dispositivi di trasformazione 
(piani, progetti, politiche) che vedono perdere la loro influenza 
relativamente all’orientamento o alla determinazione delle tra-
sformazioni in corso. Tale interruzione o rallentamento riduce 
l’efficacia dei cambiamenti e frena il cammino per il raggiungi-
mento di uno stato di equilibrio stabile, facendo emergere anche 
in questa fattispecie una condizione di fragilità.
Si tratta di una fragilità degli oggetti e delle situazioni alla quale 
contribuisce (soprattutto nella seconda declinazione) un’altra 
fragilità: quella dei dispositivi di modificazione o di trasforma-
zione deputati (a seconda dei casi) ad accompagnare, guidare, 
dirigere, regolare o determinare la realizzazione di nuovi oggetti 
e nuove situazioni. Il ‘progetto fragile’ (inteso in senso lato, come 
dispositivo che può avere una pluralità di forme: un progetto, un 
piano, una regola, una politica, ecc.) è quello che riduce la sua 
efficacia ed efficienza perché, ad esempio, non è stato sufficien-
temente inclusivo nel suo percorso di costruzione e radicato nel 
contesto, perché non è l’esito di un processo di interazione sociale 
aperto, perché non possiede capacità di reazione né di resilienza 
di fronte all’imprevisto, perché non è scomponibile di fronte a 
una pluralità di percorsi attuativi, perché si presenta in modo 
arrogante nel processo, ammettendo la sua implementazione 
solo in modo lineare e deterministico, senza possibilità, da parte 
di ciascun momento della progettazione e della messa in atto, di 
avere effetti recursivi sulle fasi precedenti. Così, quando è esposto 
a eventi che lo contraddicono, non possiede risorse per affrontali, 
perché fondato sulla sua rigidità e avulso a qualsiasi mutamento 
nel tempo che non sia quello destinato a ridefinirlo totalmente.

Azioni progettuali
Propongo di distinguere tra azioni progettuali preventive (cura e 
protezione) e remediali (ausilio, protesi e ripristino); segnalo però 
che il confine fra loro è debole, dipendendo dalla intenzionalità 
dell’azione progettuale e dalla strategia alla quale si riferisce, 
dai parametri che sono impiegati per definire gli eventuali stati 
di crisi, dal grado del danno che dovesse essere sopraggiunto a 
seguito di eventi che hanno colpito gli oggetti o le situazioni. 
Gli interventi di natura preventiva si rivolgono a situazioni che 
sono prossime a essere minacciate da eventi inattesi o che, per il 
valore che viene loro attribuito, meritano particolare attenzione 
cautelativa. Gli interventi di natura remediale si danno a seguito 

di eventi che hanno fatto breccia sulla fragilità di oggetti o delle 
situazioni, con differenti livelli di gravità. 
L’impiego di ciascuno degli interventi può essere di natura singola-
re, ma, come spesso avviene, può essere integrato da una selezione 
degli altri tipi, definendo così un programma articolato che compo-
ne un profilo dei provvedimenti specifico per ciascuna situazione, 
entro il quadro delineato dalle conseguenze di ciascun evento.
Cura. I programmi di cura tendono a mantenere, consolidare e 
sviluppare tutte quelle qualità dell’oggetto o della situazione capaci 
di opporre resistenza o di avere un comportamento resiliente a 
fronte di eventi che li possano minacciare, mantenendo l’equilibrio 
originario. La cura consiste quindi in un complesso di pratiche che 
hanno lo scopo di conservare invariate nel tempo le potenzialità dei 
caratteri e delle prestazioni della situazione, ivi comprese le sue 
eventuali attitudini evolutive. Per essere efficace, essa deve essere 
ripetuta con costanza e continuità nel tempo, oltre che essere com-
misurata alla natura del suo oggetto. Si devono attivare pertanto 
azioni descrittive, poi di controllo e monitoraggio cui corrispon-
dano in seguito azioni puntuali e mirate: non si dà cura efficace 
senza una conoscenza approfondita e aggiornata del suo oggetto. 
Protezione. Gli interventi di protezione mirano a evitare che 
accadimenti imprevisti vengano a contatto o influenzino le 
situazioni fragili. Si tratta dell’inserimento di elementi nuovi 
che si interpongono tra queste ultime, o alcuni dei loro oggetti 
costitutivi, e il contesto. Si tratta di interventi che reinterpretano 
elementi esistenti, consentendo loro di svolgere nuove presta-
zioni, trasformandoli; oppure inseriscono elementi inediti che 
irrompono con la loro specificità, a volte estranea alla situazione.
Ausilio. Azioni specifiche miranti all’inserimento di elementi 
esterni che sono di sostegno all’oggetto o alla situazione. Essi ne 
consentono il funzionamento e ne garantiscono le prestazioni 
senza sostituirsi all’esistente, ma sono spesso elementi esogeni 
aggiuntivi che si palesano con la loro estraneità ai contesti e 
alla natura delle situazioni. Pur essendo efficaci, possono essere 
invasivi, hanno spesso conseguenze collaterali, relativamente 
a livelli di realtà differenti da quelli sui quali agiscono. Si tratta 
di interventi che concernono la messa in sicurezza e che hanno 
lo scopo di contenere un danno subito, rallentare o fermare un 
processo di peggioramento, evitare danni ulteriori: sia quelli dei 
quali potrebbe essere ancora oggetto la situazione, sia quelli che 
potrebbero derivare al contesto di appartenenza. Sono interventi 
che non eliminano le cause, né ripristinano l’oggetto o la situa-
zione danneggiata, ma cercano di evitare che le conseguenze 
dell’evento possano raggiungere livelli di gravità maggiore o che 
si possano ripetere, arginandole. Le azioni di ausilio, possono 
essere anche parte di un programma di interventi esclusivamente 
preventivi quando si accompagnano a un programma di cura 
che definisce alcune cautele in riferimento ad alcuni scenari 
critici. Può diventare una misura definitiva, pur avendo una 
natura provvisoria, quando le condizioni non consentono di 
operare alla radice delle cause, pertanto si distinguono la messa 
in sicurezza di emergenza e quella permanente. 
Protesi. Innovazioni che mirano a mutare la natura di parte 
dell’oggetto o della situazione, in modo da sottrarli alla condizione 
di rischio e ristabilirne l’equilibrio. Possono essere interventi di 
sostituzione mediante i quali si innestano protesi aventi caratteri 
maggiormente performanti, oppure azioni che consentono di irro-
bustire elementi esistenti, in entrambi i casi in modo da recuperare 
le performance e l’equilibrio d’origine. Si tratta di una serie di 
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azioni che si rende necessaria quando il ripristino non è possibile 
e l’ausilio non è sufficiente. Le protesi possono essere realizzate 
secondo due principali atteggiamenti progettuali: quello che 
intende mimetizzare l’intervento rendendolo invisibile e quello 
che ne rivendica invece la contemporaneità. In ogni caso si tratta 
di una operazione che può mutare gli equilibri interni a una 
situazione, perché gli elementi inediti che vi vengono inseriti, 
pur avendo caratteristiche di robustezza o resilienza più rilevanti 
di quelli che sono stati sostituiti, potrebbero essere incompatibili 
con la natura degli altri. Anche in questo caso quindi l’attenta 
conoscenza della situazione è necessaria per un intervento che 
eviti il rischio di fenomeni di rigetto o manifeste incongruenze.
Ripristino. Strategie miranti a reintegrare le caratteristiche perse, re-
staurando o ricostruendo parti ed elementi costitutivi ammalorati, 
ricomponendo forme, relazioni e un senso (urbano o territoriale) 
perduti. Il recupero della stabilità e dell’equilibrio complessivo 
(seppur di natura provvisoria) dipende dal livello del danno subito 
e dalla concreta possibilità di pervenire a un ripristino efficace. A 
volte questo tipo di intervento deve assumere una posizione nei 
confronti dei valori culturali collettivi, delle mentalità e dell’im-
maginario che si sono sviluppati relativamente al patrimonio 
storico: in alcuni contesti la strategia del ‘come era, dove era’ 
deve confrontarsi con quella della sostituzione totale o parziale.

Azioni remediali all’interruzione di un processo evolutivo
La fragilità come interruzione di un processo evolutivo può ge-
nerare reazioni di natura progettuale specifica che tentano di 
influire sul processo in corso, a seconda dei casi entro selezioni 
differenti fra più dimensioni: ad esempio quelle che interessa-
no l’arena di attori e l’interazione sociale che l’accompagna, 
quelle attinenti all’eventuale aspetto istituzionale e formale del 
processo, quelle relative all’immaginario collettivo e allo scena-
rio futuro da perseguire, quelle concernenti le qualità spaziali 
dell’intervento e le sue relazioni con il contesto fisico.
Adeguamento. Soprattutto nel caso della prima fattispecie della 
fragilità insorgente, si può verificare l’adeguamento o l’aggior-
namento della situazione alle nuove condizioni sopraggiunte 
entro una prospettiva inclusiva. Si tratta di una serie di azioni 
che rispondono ai nuovi input, incorporandoli e modificando 
il processo in corso. Tale operazione può essere favorita dalla 
coesistenza in questa fattispecie di numerosi attori che agiscono 
in una prospettiva di mobilitazione individuale che può rende-
re la situazione sufficientemente porosa e a volte accogliente, 
consentendo nuove alleanze e assestamenti, anche se parziali, 
in risposta al mutamento.
Revoca e interruzione. La revoca o la sospensione del dispositivo 
di trasformazione crea le condizioni affinché si verifichi l’ef-
fetto del progetto/processo interrotto, così sancendo spesso una 
condizione di fragilità in via definitiva. Una fragilità, questa, 
che ha l’incompletezza come cifra primaria. Ne consegue una 
condizione vaga e incerta, che può essere re-interpretata, se si 
danno le condizioni e le opportunità necessarie, attraverso una 
nuova tematizzazione.
Ri-tematizzazione. Consiste nella proposizione di interventi 
che mutano il senso della trasformazione d’origine e che con-
solidano lo stato di cose a seguito di una sua ridefinizione 
mediante interventi basati su un nuovo principio di equilibrio 
e nuovi rapporti con il contesto. La ri-tematizzazione comporta 
un’opera di selezione tra gli elementi disponibili al momento 

dell’interruzione del processo evolutivo e poi una loro inclusione 
entro una nuova situazione che può prevedere anche elementi 
precedentemente assenti.
Accanimento. Non è raro in un primo momento l’emergere di un 
comportamento che insiste nella riproposizione del dispositivo 
fragile, nonostante esso sia inefficace o non abbia la capacità 
di reagire al mutamento del contesto. Tale comportamento può 
essere seguito poi da quelli precedentemente citati, ma è più 
frequente che il suo destino sia quello dell’interruzione.

Azioni progettuali sul contesto
In relazione a tutte le declinazioni della fragilità si possono 
riconoscere comportamenti progettuali che, oltre alle azioni 
specifiche sugli oggetti o sulle situazioni, mirano a influenzare 
gli eventi esterni che possono entrare in contraddizione con la 
condizione di fragilità, tentando di evitare che essi si verifichino. 
Sono insiemi di azioni che mirano ad agire sul contesto o sul 
sistema di appartenenza della situazione fragile, stabilizzando 
quindi l’ambiente nel quale essa è collocata, agendo su reti delle 
quali essa fa parte o che con essa interferiscono e sugli ambiti di 
contatto con il contesto. Si tratta di interventi che agiscono quindi 
su altre situazioni (eventualmente anch’esse fragili) con azioni 
analoghe a quelle già descritte di natura preventiva o remediale.

Osservazioni trasversali e sui confini della fragilità
In situazioni articolate e complesse, la condizione di fragilità, 
quando è minacciata o danneggiata, può portare alla generazio-
ne di meccanismi di collaborazione aggiuntiva degli elementi 
costitutivi fra loro, al fine di fronteggiarla, oppure per inserire 
all’interno della situazione elementi nuovi allo stesso scopo. Tali 
processi di autoapprendimento, anche se sembrano non essere 
garanzia affinché la situazione venga in questo modo protetta 
definitivamente, possono però generare nuovi legami di imbri-
cazione fra gli elementi costitutivi all’interno della situazione, 
rafforzandosi le relazioni tra almeno alcuni di essi o creandone 
di nuovi. Una successiva minaccia alla fragilità della situazione 
troverà quest’ultima maggiormente preparata ad affrontarla.
La fragilità urbana e territoriale non è un dato, ma deriva 
dall’applicazione di valori (culturali, sociali, economici…) a 
una situazione, pertanto la sua natura (eventualmente) pro-
blematica è storicamente e localmente determinata, possiede 
un carattere multidimensionale ed è in relazione con le forme 
sociali e istituzionali, così come con i livelli tecnologici raggiunti, 
dipende dall’immaginario e dalle aspirazioni di una comunità, 
così come dalle risorse delle quali quella comunità dispone. Il 
capitale che si indirizza al soccorso della fragilità non è solo di 
natura finanziaria, ma è anche sociale, culturale e istituzionale. 
Le fragilità si riconoscono (non ‘esistono’) e sono conseguenza di 
uno sguardo che abbia l’intenzione di ‘abitare’ (in senso lato) 
una situazione e che pertanto tenda a identificarne le risorse, le 
opportunità e le criticità. La fragilità è pertanto una condizione 
innanzi tutto relativa allo sguardo che si esercita sulle situazioni. 
Da qui si potrebbe cominciare a ridefinire la fragilità territoriale, 
in relazione, ad esempio, all’attore che la riconosce.
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