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The trouble of building
alllances as a policy
recommendation

Cristina Mattiucci
Alessandro Sgobbo

For the past two years, almost every month, we have been travelling to a number of towns in the
mountainous hinterland of Campania - in the Caserta and Avellino areas - to carry out two projects
funded by the European Recovery Fund, which involve the regeneration of small towns and the
implementation of initiatives to protect and enhance local material and non-material resources'.

The projects have different aims. One, in the Caserta area, is more directly aimed at the regeneration
of the local landscape, creating an integrated project to network the local resources of different pro-
ductive sectors, from the agri-food supply chain to cultural and tourist ones; the other, in the Avellino
area, aims to build a supply chain that brings together the production of wine, food and local crafts.
They are also is expected to serve as catalyst for the development of new economic opportunities and
to provide a resource for an educational pathway that engages young generations in life trajectories
that are alternatives to emigration from these regions.

Both include among their actions the facilitation of various forms of aggregation among members of
local societies to support one or another project and, not without some rhetoric, the joint construc-
tion of futures’.

This action is essential not only to comply with European directives, but also to operate in contexts
where local society is in a state of relative marginality, even with regard to national policies and due
to the structure of territories. Indeed, these communities are frequently isolated, even in terms of
infrastructure, and the establishment of networks could potentially serve a flywheel for alternative
directions of local development, as it has been realised in some small towns in other Italian areas.

In practice, we activate workshops, organise walks, facilitate meetings, build scaffolds for intergen-
erational encounters, and use the various tools in our planners'toolbox, on the one hand to maintain
a certain continuity in our action of accompanying and facilitating processes, which takes place
periodically, and on the other to tickle local energies so that they learn to recognise each other and
create synergies on their own, during the project, but above all after it.

1The projects are: “Rigenerazione culturale e sociale dei borghi storici — Castello del Matese e Letino’,

in Caserta area, and "2 V.L.TE. — Visioni per la Valorizzazione strategica Innovativa e per la rigenerazione
culturale e sociale del TErritorio di Montefusco ed i suoi Casali - Santa Paolina e Torrioni”, in Avellino area
(scientific responsible and coordinators: A. Picone and A. Sgobbo; coordinator for urban policies and social
planning: C. Mattiucci. Department of Architecture, University of Naples Federico l). The projcts are funded
by the Recovery Fund Culture, as winners of the Call for Proposals - Missione 1, Misura 2, Investimento 2.1:
“Attrattivita dei borghi storici”.

2 This short paper is an annotated synthesis of the long conversations the authors had on car trips back
from their days working in situ to carry out the projects mentioned in footnote 1, and it is a self-reflection
about their planning practices through the lens of alliances building.
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This praxis is linked to a highly context-specific posture, which has been carefully designed in the
projectsapplications for funding. It is always measured in the field, with the awareness that we

are acting in contexts where, paradoxically, even the alternative development models to which we
contribute are based on the construction of a marginal condition that in some way continues to feed
the narratives and the ratio, and with regard to which any reversal necessitates patient and persuasive
work with those who live there (Barbera et al., 2022).

But not only that. Beyond our positioning, which recognises the truly endogenous dimension as

an effective way of realising alternatives for the future, this practice also corresponds to a new and
renewed demand for cohesion, which European policies are called upon to respond to in order to
reduce the gaps and disparities between European regions. Such demand is particularly directed
towards working in the areas considered less developed, as in the case of the mountains of Southern
[taly where we are working, but it reveals a deep hiatus between supra-local interests and the
complexity of local realities.

In these places, the paradox of the coexistence of a constant cultural projection towards a future
elsewhere and a deep-rooted territorialisation, which gives a rarefied consistency to formal and
informal relations, is constantly revealed. In this way, even the local knowledge or the established
hidden connection, which would otherwise be called social capital and would constitute a valuable
local resource, turned out to be very wicked.

Yet each time we return from these places, our reflections point to a short-circuit that remains a
dilemma.

The Living Lab meetings that we both lead most directly concern productive activities, which in

this case are mainly wine and food production activities, and each meeting seeks to actually build
synergies to converge or in experiments with a larger scale of productivity, either in small business
activities within the framework of the projects with complementary calls. We actually state that
supporting the development of local works is one of the most important ways of achieving local
development, even in these times of scarce material resources (De Rita and Bonomi, 1998; Magnaghi,
2000). Our approach s, in a way, also a way of interpreting the indirect demand for the construction
of social capital that European territorial policies call for in all their statements, since these policies
often encourage a kind of “mandatory participation”that, in the field, reveals all its rhetorics.

Our work is located in a relatively poor area of southern ltaly, where the depopulation rate is very
high, local societies are deeply dispersed, often even across global geographies, and they manifest

a self-perception of weakness. But this common condition, instead of generating alliances, leads to
a very high level of competition among those who attend our meetings. It is based on marked very
small differences (made up of microgeographies, histories, approach to work, relationship with the
project in which they participate). People oscillate between a new demand for welfarism and small
attempts at self-employment, claiming de facto their singular otherness, albeit in communities with
an average of little more than a thousand inhabitants. There is also a general feeling of mistrust,
both towards the future of the place where they live and towards other people and any possibility of
aggregation.

There is no trace here of what that Vito Teti calls Restanza (2022), or at least, there is a feeling of being
anchored and at the same time bewildered, in a place where no alternatives are known, or where
even hypotheses of radical regeneration seem so difficult to formulate.

Without alliances, deep alliances, of truly shared thinking, no action can be carried out. And, alli-
ances, in order to work, must be moved at least by a truly endogenous first move. Paradoxically, the
establishment of alliances around a common project, for the duration of that project, would be in the
intrinsic nature of the concept of alliance — which is temporary, nomadic, ready to deconstruct itself
when itis no longer tactical - but nevertheless this is not on the horizon of the contexts where we
act.



The basic critical issue lies in the way institutional policies sometimes subsume certain concepts/
words (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2001; Mattiucci and Nocera, 2012), thereby distorting their
potential and misdirecting their utilisation. As in the case of alliances, which are increasingly being
incorporated into the lexicon and the addresses of institutional frames, that put the action of who
could somehow actually solicits local empowerment practices into reassuring and ritual protocols of
participation. And this process concerns the fate of certain words which, in the very act of becom-
ing institutional practices, lose their meaning (Alietti, 2013). After assuming the weakness and
contradictions of participation (Laino, 2010), making alliances is new frontier of strategic action

of some European policies, as a way to indicate multilevel and multi-stakeholder cooperation. This
institutionalises alliance-building in the very language, playing ambiguously with a word/action that
would only really work if it were self-triggered, and thus causing the informal nature of networks and
alliances to be lost, by demanding rigid organisational structures in which they can be ‘cultivated’

To the point of becoming pleonastic, European policies set institutional frameworks for network-

ing and social capital in the contexts in which they operate. And at the same time, they provoke

an oxymoron: they encourage alliances that move from the bottom up, but they are a requirement,
somehow mandatory, by call.

Moreover, this often corresponds to an operational translation of the making network into a kind of
‘negotiated order’ (Alcantara and Nelles, 2014), where the consensus building prevails.

The projects we are working on are strongly supported by local institutions, which in such small
contexts can be considered to represent almost the entire population, but paradoxically people do
not share the active potential of networking and therefore suffer in some way from the agenda of our
meetings, almost as if it were a side effect, in order to have the resources they would like to direct to
the more material dimension of improving their contexts, from services to infrastructure.

Our small observatory thus brings out some questions that also interrogate the way we try to
interpret the project mandate each time, hoping not to feed false rhetoric: alliances are a voluntary
dimension that arises from mutual recognition and also from a generative force that is very difficult to
demand when a people does not really share a common reason for coming together.

Despite our efforts to facilitate practices of assembly and exchange, aiming to nurture a generative
approach concerning common conditions of marginality, which can at least fuel alliances, starting
from the mutual recognition of a shared affinity in the territorial condition they inhabit, to generate
the activation of a common project that survives the short time of the EU-funded project, there is

a lack of that movement that lies in the moment before: a bite, a common intention, a desire that
generates affinity. The existence of a political tension in pursuit of a shared objective.

And as much as we insist on how a shared inhabited territory can be a non-trivial motive for virtu-
ously activating the same regenerative actions, this process is not self-evident and should probably
be accompanied espedially in its discovering and understanding. Referring to Bodies in Alliance and
the Politics of the Street (2011) and to public space as a space of claims that are not taken for granted,
Judith Butler reminds us that it is not so self-evident that the gathering of bodies constitutes a claim,
but that this gathering, that is, the interception of the path along which bodies are gathered, can lead
one to assume that this claim is given, exists, is already shared, and perhaps should simply (we would
add) be acknowledged. Moreover, extending the argument about the relevance of the body-context
relationship, even in this particular contextual condition -material environments are part of the ac-
tion, and they themselves act when they become the support for action (whatever the self-conscious
level of the action might be, no less in the context where we operate).

In places like these mountains of southern ltaly, the longtime of having been abandoned has worked
by dismantling networks and realizing a nonrecognition, but at the same time it has left space for

networks of informal interactions and unexpected alliances, that is, through‘weak ties' (Granovetter, 61



1973) and'leaping ties' (Jacobs, 1961).

Here - unlike other mountain contexts that on their own condition have constituted an element of
claiming models of alternative futures, or, more generally, unlike other conditions of urban precarity
that one recognizes more conflictual contexts where conditions of social, spatial, racial injustice

have precisely grounded the role emancipatory role of alliances - there is such a lack of prospects for
empowering that it is first necessary to understand the real interests and values and then act toward
convergences that do not take for granted perpetuated power imbalances (Forester, 1982), to recover
the sense of alliances, and then to make them germinate on their own, even at the scale of the
everyday micro-claims that different contexts can demand.
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