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Creating an Autonomous Space of Social Center in
Milan, Italy: Between Social Inclusion and Autonomy

Shinya KITAGAWA

The purpose of this paper is to analyze spatial practices to invent social relations
autonomously from the below. For this, we focus upon autonomous spaces of Italian
social centers (centri sociali), particularly the “Leoncavallo”, which is an “historic” social
center in Milan.

The interpretative model of social exclusion has identified loss of social relations as
a main cause of economic suffering of the excluded. A variety of knowledge and insti-
tutions to include them into society have developed under the name of social inclusion.
However, its practices often tend to include them as a precarious labor force into the
neoliberal capitalist society that has deprived them of a set of stable relations and
excluded them.

Now it is worthwhile to note the concept of autonomy and its practices. In this con-
text, autonomy means refusal of this sort of inclusion and also the autonomous pro-
duction of sociability To consider the potentiality of possible alternative modes of
inclusion, we analyze the space of the Leoncavallo which has created convergent rela-
tions, being based upon its physical space in the neighborhood and in the city.

The Leoncavallo was born through squatting in an abandoned factory by ex-militants
of radical left groups, workers, and tenants in the 1970s. Being influenced by the terri-
torial use of “Young Proletarian Circles”, it attracted local people responding to a lack
of everyday needs and seeking sociality in the 1970s. After the difficult period of its
isolation from the city in the 1980s, the Leoncavallo has engaged actively in social,
cultural, artistic, and political cooperation with workers, the unemployed, women, and
immigrants in the era penetrated by precarity under neoliberalism since the 1990s.

These practices of the social center are processes in which it searches for some society
differing from the existent one. They can be called “social opposition” not for helping
the state and capital but for de-centering and challenging them. Under the condition
that the binary social framework itself of exclusion/inclusion tends to be really sub-
sumed under capital, we can say that they show a form of collective autonomous prac-

tices creating a common from the inside of life.

Keyword : Italy, Milan, social center, social exclusion/inclusion, autonomy
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