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Europe’s territory is an extraordinarily complex and dynamic base, 9.5 million square kilometres 
in size, big enough to contain 816 million inhabitants, with different characteristics and parts 
that are strongly connected to each other. It includes compact conurbations, small towns, frag-
ments of urban sprawl and countryside hemmed in by dense construction, industrial estates, 
large-scale infrastructure, nature reserves and agricultural land. The growth in the relationship 
between its different parts is influencing a new urban situation that, as Francesco Indovina has 
highlighted, is marked by the absence of density, intensity and continuity. The era of the “urban 
sprawls”, so careful to discover the many scattered shapes of the urban landscape, is behind 
us.

The economic crisis that has dragged on since 2008 has marked this territory with a minus 
sign. It has affected the role and size of large-scale industrial systems, not to mention welfare 
systems, manufacturing districts and residential conurbations. It has reduced the amount of 
resources available to private as well as public assets. It has stiffened the regulations guarante-
eing the way cities work and their quality. However, it has also encouraged the self-production 
of services and public entities and has driven the search to identify new solutions to new pro-
blems. It is therefore an impediment with many contradictory aspects and can be a stimulus for 
innovations in use, space and policy, creating new issues for architectural design.

With this in mind, we have identified three topics that we feel are crucial, as they clarify the ter-
ritorial implications of the crisis that require the fine-tuning of technical and architectural skills.



1. Capitalising space

Capitalisation, understood as the acquisition of rights of ownership on areas and assets, is not 
a phenomenon that can be traced back to the crisis. For some time, it has been pursued as a 
form of redistribution of wealth and a way of acquiring rights. This has had significant conse-
quences in relation to the acquisition of the first (and second) home: it has absorbed a consi-
derable amount of individual resources, reducing other sources of consumption; it has created 
inertia as regards uses and needs; it has reduced mobility and it has led to debt.

The economic crisis has a two-fold effect on capitalised space. On the one hand, it erodes 
the assets acquired in the past, which become a reserve used to tackle present difficulties; 
on the other, it stimulates the selling off of public assets (usually housing), encouraging more 
capitalisation in turn. Without ignoring that the capitalized asset offer some resistance to this 
movement: the capitalisation of an asset conceived of and constructed to satisfy a right chan-
ges the nature of that asset. The shift from a right to live in a particular place to the right to own 
a property cannot be circumvented in a discussion on the deterioration of the ‘welfare city’ (a 
city founded on social security and rights).

How do we redesign a welfare-focused space subjected to such changes, where the distin-
ction between what falls under legal constraints and what remains outside them (i.e. betwe-
en what is subject to market forces and what is protected) is constantly renegotiated? What 
happens to the places that were used to satisfy the right to live in a particular place when the 
narratives that constituted their basis and background disappear?

2. Public spaces that are not for everyone

For some time, public spaces were considered the most valuable part of the European metro-
polis, managed with policies and plans, spaces that made the relationship between place and 
society easier to interpret. Public areas were understood, designed and constructed as social 
space, in line with three main strategies that are exclusive, contrasting and self-contained.

The first strategy is to be in a public area far from the sight of others. This is the strategy of the 
private that emerges from the background of a Bentham-like ‘Other’, i.e. an invasive, intruding 
observer. It is a place free from control. The strategy of privacy implies a relationship with power 
and a political dimension (which is normally only accorded to the public sphere). It is the right 
to be alone in a public place. The notion that lies at the heart of this strategy is protection. The 
second strategy is that of displaying one’s inner self in a public space. The desire to be hidden 
from view is replaced with a desire to broadcast one’s inner world. It is the strategy of extimité 
that assumes multiple forms and constructs places where the desire to put ourselves on show 
has to compromise with the rules of community life. It is the right to communicate with others 
in a meaningful way in public places. The notion that lies at the heart of this strategy is proxi-
mity. The third strategy is that of being with others in public places. It is the Arendt-like desire 
to be reciprocally visible. It is the space for urban sociability in the classic sense of the term, in 
line with Simmel and the Chicago School. It is the strategy of the public realm where density is 
synonymous with sociability, exchange and serendipity. The notion that lies at the heart of this 
strategy is density.

What happens to public spaces when these three great narratives come under pressure? How 
does an architectural project deal with the shift from a protected, displayed and transparent 
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space to a different situation, made up shared symbolic occasions, festivals and small-scale 
celebrations, a situation where an entre nous mindset is the focus, which Boltanski would de-
scribe as characterised by a different kind of conviviality and one that determines the oxymoron 
of a public space that is not for everyone?

3. New operating landscapes

The economic crisis engenders a new role for territories, changing their economic, social and 
symbolic values and determining new spatial systems. The hierarchical, contrasting mindsets 
of compact cities and sprawling cities, of polycentrism and linear conurbations seem inade-
quate; spatial planning’s configurations seem abstract. The entire material and relational base 
of the European metropolis is subjected to repeated shocks and variations. We can observe 
this phenomenon in the changes affecting large-scale industrial systems that disintegrate and 
open up to different strategies in unprecedented conditions of instability; in the shrinking of 
manufacturing districts; in rural and mountainous areas where, on the contrary, new migrants 
(from urban areas) settle in search of a high standard of life, supported by the values of self-
sufficiency, ecological awareness and thrift.

Changes like these open up vast areas for architectural design. They require that attention be 
paid to issues such as recycling and reuse, to changes in the values attributed to living in a 
particular place, to new forms of colonisation in high value environments, as well as on aban-
doned industrial and agricultural land. They must also take into account issues such as the 
proliferation of the rules, conventions and standards that regulate space with the aim of con-
ferring quality and legitimising town planning processes, establishing a culture of bureaucracy 
that reduces social complexity to a governance of numbers.

Participation to the Masterclass Territories in crisis: technical 
competence and public action 

The Masterclass will take place in Turin from September 3rd to 5th. It will be supported and 
acknowledged by the Phd Schools SCUDO, Politecnico di Torino, EPFL-EDAR (Architecture et 
sciences de la ville) and Scuola di Dottorato dell’Università di Venezia.

If you’d like to attend the masterclass, you will need to send in a case study considered to be 
pertinent to the topics of this research. The abstract should be no longer than 3,000 characters 
and must be sent to the following e-mail address by 15th May 2014: territorinellacrisi@gmail.
com.

Those interested in attending will be notified whether their proposals for participation have been 
accepted by 30th May.

Final contributions, which must be no longer than 20,000 characters (including spaces), can 
include photographs, maps and drawings. They must be sent to the same e-mail address by 
15th July.

Any other information about the Masterclass can be found on the blog: 
www.territoridellacondivisione.wordpress.com
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