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CHAPTER 9

Squatted Social Centres Activists 
and ‘Locally Unwanted Land Use’ 

Movements in Italy: A Comparative  
Analysis Between Two Case Studies

Gianni Piazza and Federica Frazzetta

introduction: sociAl centres And lulu mobilisAtions 
As urbAn sociAl movements

The importance of the conflicts and social movements in the cities is 
came back very timely, especially after the waves of protests in recent 
years since 2011 in the urban areas of the North and South of the world. 
Even scholars have focused new attention on the urban social move-
ments, after the major works of Castells (1983) and Pickvance (2003), 
until recently to define them as ‘conflict-oriented networks of informal 
relationships between individual and collective actors, based on collec-
tive identities, shared beliefs, and solidarity, which mobilise around urban 
issues through the frequent use of various forms of protest’ (Andretta 
et al. 2015, pp. 202–203). Urban movements represent different ways to 
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claim the ‘Right to the City’ that ‘is far more than the individual liberty 
to access urban resources: it is the right to change ourselves by changing 
the city. It is, moreover, a common rather than an individual right since 
this transformation inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective 
power to reshape the process of urbanisation’ (Harvey 2008, p. 2).

Even in Italy, the long tradition of urban conflicts and movements 
has been renewed since the nineties thanks also to the decentrali-
sation of the political system and the greater legitimacy given to the 
local administrations with the introduction of the direct election of 
the mayor. In fact, according to previous research (della Porta 2004), 
a decentralised political system may favour the emergence of urban 
movements. During the 1990s and first years of the new millennium, 
many urban conflicts emerged in which protesters also had the local 
administrators as allies against the central power, because the latter 
took decisions over urban territories without consulting local govern-
ments and citizens. Moreover, what previous research had always high-
lighted in the Italian case is that issues around environmental claims 
could have favoured alliances with left-wing parties, while issues around 
security claims could have had alliances with right-wing parties (ibid.). 
However, things have changed over the last ten–twelve years, and the 
difference between centre-right and centre-left local governments is no 
more so clear. Indeed, sometimes and often the centre-left administra-
tions are the more closed to urban movements, especially to the more 
radical ones.1

In this paper, two types of urban movements largely diffused in Italy 
are taken into account, despite their differences: the first type is repre-
sented by the Squatted Social Centres (SCs), often described as more 
radical in terms of action repertoire and collective identity; the second 
type is related to LULU—Locally Unwanted Land Use conflicts in 
which citizens struggle for a ‘better quality of life’ (Andretta et al. 2015).

The squatting of SCs is a long-lasting phenomenon all over Europe: 
from the seventies to now, several hundred occupations have taken 
place, above all in southern European countries like Italy (Mudu 2004, 
2012), Spain (Martìnez 2013), and Greece, but also in Germany, 
Holland, Great Britain, and Denmark (Piazza 2012; SQEK 2013; 

1 Although both authors share the contents of this chapter, Gianni Piazza wrote the 
paragraphs one–three and Federica Frazzetta the sections two–four, while they wrote 
together the concluding remarks.
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SQEK, Cattaneo and Martinez 2014; Piazza and Genovese 2016). The 
SCs are usually empty and abandoned large buildings (former factories, 
cinemas, theaters, schools, and so on) which are occupied by left-wing 
radical and antagonist activists in order to self-organise and self-  
manage political, social, countercultural activities, and practicing par-
ticipatory and non-hierarchical modes of political and social relation-
ships (Piazza 2012). SCs cannot be considered only physical spaces, 
but also heterogeneous groups of squatters and activists that represent 
collective actors belonging to the radical left, that in Italy is dubbed 
‘antagonistic’ left2 (della Porta and Piazza 2008; Piazza 2012). Even 
if they are spatially localised in the city centres or in the peripheral and 
working-class districts, their reach of action is often not only local, 
but also regional, national, and global. In fact, claiming their political 
dimension, ‘social center activists and squatters are thus often engaged 
in broader protest campaigns and social movements, fighting against 
precariousness, urban speculation, racism, neo-fascism, state repres-
sion, militarisation, war, LULU, private-oriented education/university 
reforms’ (Martìnez 2013, p. 11).

Moreover, when the squatted SCs develop cooperative relations with 
other squatting and social movement organisations, they play a key polit-
ical role inside the wider squatters’ movement: they serve as an essen-
tial socio-spatial infrastructure for the coordination and public expression 
of the squatting as an autonomous urban movement (Martìnez 2013). 
Lastly, due to the radicalism of their claims (often not compatible with 
the logic of market and the institutional political system) and forms of 
action (often illegal and sometimes—but not always—confrontational 
with the police), the SCs are often labelled as violent by the mass media 

2 In Italy, the ‘antagonistic left’ is distinguished from the ‘radical left’. on the one side, 
the ‘antagonists’ are those groups and activists belonging to these different political- 
ideological networks: autonomists, post-autonomists (ex White Overalls-Disobedients), 
Marxist-Leninists, anarchists, and so on, in which the Social Centers are divided, mak-
ing the movement heterogeneous and often split (Mudu 2012; Piazza 2013). on the 
other side, the ‘radical left’ is composed by the political parties placed on the extreme left 
of the political-institutional spectrum, such as SeL-Sinistra Italiana (Sinistra e Libertà-
Left and Freedom-Italian Left), now merged into the new political group Liberi e Uguali 
(Free and Equals); and those currently without representation in Parliament: PRC 
(Partito della Rifondazione Comunista-Refoundation Communist Party), within Potere 
al Popolo! (Power to the People!) PdCI (Partito dei Comunisti Italiani-Party of Italian 
Communists), and others (Piazza 2011).
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and the politicians. They are indeed subjected to forced evictions and 
their activists can suffer the repression by the authorities (with com-
plaints, arrests, and convictions). As we said previously, if some centre- 
left local governments have been friendly with urban movements, 
including the SCs during the nineties, nowadays it is very difficult to find 
a city administration (no matter if centre-left or centre-right-wing) open 
to SCs, with some exceptions.3

The other type of urban movement here considered is defined also 
as ‘territorial’ movement, because its reach of action can go beyond the 
urban areas, even if strictly interconnected with them. Just in the last 
decades, new territorial mobilisations have indeed emerged in Italy, but 
also in other countries. They are promoted by local communities and cit-
izens’ committees (della Porta 2004) that are giving voice to their claims 
through protest, opposing to unwanted urban and territorial transforma-
tions. What is at the stake is the use of the land, the territory as expres-
sion of a social conflict on the relative ‘use value’, or ‘exchange value’. 
on the one side, the local political and economic elites consider the ter-
ritory and the city as a mean to make profit or get consensus (exchange 
value); on the other side, groups of citizens and associations that deem 
the territory a use value for social and environmental purposes (della 
Porta and Piazza 2008).

These types of mobilisations are usually labelled by the media, politi-
cians, and part of scientific literature as affected by ‘NIMBY syndrome’ 
(Not In My Back Yard), associated with a conservative behaviour and 
egotistical resistance to social change. They are interpreted as the refusal 
to pay the necessary costs (in terms of pollution, security, etc.) to attain 
public goods (Bobbio 1999) by few inhabitants who do not want pub-
lic works in their territory, but would be indifferent if these infrastruc-
tures were made somewhere else. other scholars prefer to define these 
phenomena in neutral terms, using the acronym LULU to indicate con-
flicts related to Locally Unwanted Land Use (della Porta and Piazza 
2008; Andretta et al. 2015), that only registers the opposition to a cer-
tain use of territory not accepted by local population, without assessing 
a priori motivations and interpretative schemas. Still others scholars point 

3 For example, the city of Naples in the last years has been open to urban movements, 
including the SCs, but it is ruled since 2011 by a radical leftist government led by the 
mayor De Magistris, quite different from center-left administrations.
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out how residents accused of ‘nymbism’, respond by building a Not on 
the Planet Earth (NoPE) discourse, that is affirming not to want dis-
puted works ‘either in their own, nor in any other backyard’ of the Earth, 
because they are considered damaging for common good (Trom 1999). 
In fact, many of these conflicts are only seemingly parochial/localistic 
and/or environmentalist: large infrastructures, polluting plants, bases, 
and military installations are considered by the protesting local popula-
tion, not only harmful to the environment and the public health, but also 
politically, socially, and economically. Moreover, many LULU  conflicts 
become ‘trans-territorial’ movements: the protest actors are not only the 
local inhabitants, and they intertwine themselves with other extra- local 
players, building networks that go beyond territorial dimension, and 
showing propositional capacity, and not just reactive. Also, their  political 
dimension ‘goes beyond local boundaries because they involve institu-
tional, political and social organisations that act on a regional, national 
and in some cases international level’ (Piazza 2011, p. 329).

The collective actors involved in the LULU movements are socially 
and politically heterogeneous, they are linked by multiple memberships, 
and ‘networked’ in the course of action, thus producing further waves 
of mobilisation. Such networks involve diverse social groups, ideolog-
ical viewpoints, and different generations, involving and re-defining the 
local community while remaining open to external actors. The types of 
collective actors that form into the networks, bringing their respective 
resources and skills while generating even some tensions, are very similar 
in the diverse LULU conflicts, although their relative weight and modes 
of interaction are rather different: citizens’ committees, environmental 
associations, grassroots unions, and squatted SCs (della Porta and Piazza 
2008; della Porta et al. 2013). Some LULU movements may have also 
local administrators (mayors, city councillors, and so on) as allies, in order 
to contest central government decisions taken without any local consul-
tation. The distinction between centre-left and centre-right parties made 
by della Porta (2004) can be still significant if we look at the local level. 
However, if we look at the central state level, such differentiation among 
centre-left and centre-right governments is not always and explicative fac-
tor, and may happen that, for instance, national centre-left governments 
promote and sustain local project also against the opinion of environmen-
talist groups and the willing of local population (Piazza 2011).



204  g. PiAZZA And f. frAZZettA

sociAl centres And lulu movements in itAlY

The participation of SCs in wider campaigns and social movements, 
like the territorial ones, comes either from their historical characteristics 
(such as the strong rootedness in the territory and in the urban fabric, 
and the close attention to the construction of alternative cultures), or 
from an already started path of political involvement in the territories—
first for the area of the North East SCs, but then also for the autono-
mists and the anarchists (Panizza 2008; Piazza 2012). For what concerns 
the participation of SCs in LULU movements in Italy, the first evidences 
of such presence are dated after the Genoa G8 in 2001. Before that 
moment, SCs have been engaged mostly in city or neighborhood con-
flicts as central actors. The experiences of collaboration between SCs— 
or at least some of them—and other social movement organisations 
(including formal associations, parties, and unions) have multiplied in 
the course of the mobilisations of the Global Justice Movement (della 
Porta et al. 2006) and more recently in the mobilisations in the educa-
tion systems and in the anti-austerity movements. After Genoa G8, the 
presence of the SCs activists4 can be considered a regular feature in all 
or most of the LULU mobilisations emerged in recent years, where they 
can be deemed central actors together with other players (della Porta and 
Piazza 2008, 2016; Piazza 2011).

The SCs militants ‘were always perceived by other Lulu protesters as 
allies, even if “troublesome” because of their stigmatisation by the media 
as extremist and violent. Above all, there have often been collaborative 
relationships between social centres and citizens’ committees based on 
trust and mutual acknowledgement, thanks to continuous participa-
tion in the protest actions, even the riskiest ones, notwithstanding early 
distrust, tensions, and the ideological and cultural differences between 
them and both the unpoliticised citizens and the more moderate com-
ponents’ (Piazza 2011, p. 338). Their strong commitment in the mobi-
lisation, but also in the consensual decision making processes, their 
experiences in the use of some forms of direct action, their reliability in 
accordance with the decisions taken, their availability to ‘cross-fertilize’ 
themselves encountering with others, have been recognised by their allies 
and the ordinary citizens, contributing to create bonds of mutual trust. 

4 Aware that the terms militants and activists are often used with different meaning, in 
this context we prefer to use them both as synonyms when referred to Social Centres.
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Moreover, previous research had shown that the squatted SCs activists 
have brought to the LULU movements ‘generational resources (young, 
mainly students), political-organisational resources (through the diffu-
sion of No Tav and No Bridge5 themes outside the local dimension) and 
repertoires of action (countercultural activities, creative demonstrations, 
direct actions) developed during the earlier occupation of  autonomous 
spaces’ (della Porta and Piazza 2008, p. 109). Here we mean as gen-
erational resources, those made by young generations that, to a greater 
extent than the older ones, have mobilised, have been attracted by the 
SCs and have preferred direct and disruptive forms of action in LULU 
movements. Furthermore, the antagonist left, including SCs, contrib-
uted to a ‘scale shift’ in the discourse of protest and especially to the 
creation of a network among the different mobilisations, transforming 
local conflicts into ‘trans-territorial’ (Piazza 2011). Indeed, while there 
are many territorial conflicts of different length and intensity, only some 
shift scale upward. This means that these conflicts expand in scale from 
the territory where the unwanted ‘public bad’ is located, toward other 
territories. The reach of action of the mobilisations and the political- 
institutional targets extend from the local to the regional, national, 
and—sometimes—transnational level (della Porta and Piazza 2008, 
2016). In these cases, the SCs activists have contributed greatly to this 
scale shift favouring not only the link among the mobilizations coming 
from different territories, but also the connection among various issues 
and claims: defence of environment and health with struggles against 
war, for the social rights, for another development model, and so on 
(delta Porta and Piazza 2008, 2016). Nevertheless, the presence of SCs 
brought also elements of internal tension within the movements, most 
of all around the broader strategies to be adopted and the specific reper-
toires of action to be used (della Porta and Piazza 2008).

In the following pages, based on previous research (della Porta 
and Piazza 2008; Piazza 2011; della Porta et al. 2013) and current 
fieldwork—participant observation and semi-structured interviews—we 
focus on the role played by SCs activists within two LULU movements 
in Italy: those against the building of the high-speed railway in Val di 
Susa (No TAV) and the construction of a US Navy ground station of 

5 The No Bridge movement was aimed to prevent the construction of a bridge on the 
Messina Straits between Sicily and Calabria. The outcome of the protest was successful 
because the bridge was not built and the project stopped, at least until now.
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satellite communications in Sicily (No MUoS).6 We have chosen the 
No TAV and No MUoS because they can be considered as two of the 
most relevant LULU movements in Italy, because they became conten-
tious issues for central and regional governments, for the importance 
they reached in the public opinion, the media attention they have had 
and the amount of publications and academic studies made on them 
(on No Tav, see: Caruso 2010; della Porta and Piazza 2008, 2016; Fedi 
and Mannarini 2008; on No Muos, see: Di Bella 2015; Mazzeo 2013). 
Moreover, even if they are both LULU movements, they are quite dif-
ferent experiences. In fact, the SCs taken into account are from three 
important urban centres (Turin, Catania, and Palermo), but they relate 
to two extra-urban areas (a mountain valley, the Val di Susa for the No 
TAV, and an agricultural area around a small town, Niscemi, for the 
No MUoS) with different socio-economic contexts. on the one hand, 
there is an industrialised area, with a developed social capital in the 
northern Italy; on the other, an economically underdeveloped area and 
with a scarce amount of social capital in the southern Italy (della Porta 
and Piazza 2008).

In a comparative perspective, we find interesting to investigate the 
same aspects in such different context in order to see similarities and 
differences. The interactions of the SCs militants with other movement 
groups and activists have been analysed, highlighting both the internal 
tensions and conflicting and cooperative relations. We have confirmed 
their ability to attract youth participation and to favour the cross-issues 
and cross-territorial scale shift, but we have also noted their ability to 
maintain the unity of the movement, notwithstanding the large differ-
ence with other groups. Moreover, the positive and negative feedbacks 
of their involvement in the LULU movements have been pointed out, 

6 In the case of the No Tav movement, our analysis is based first on four semi-structured 
interviews; then, even if our participant observations has not been continuous in time, we 
have taken part in the most important public assemblies and demonstrations in Val Susa. 
For what concerns the No Muos case, other four semi-structured interviews have been 
carried out, while the participant observation lasted from February 2013 to August 2014, 
during which marches, assemblies and meetings have been observed; moreover, we have 
participated in the main demonstrations from 2012 onwards. Lastly, all the interviews has 
been carried out, between January 2014 and September 2016, to the activists considered as  
key-informants for the SCs belonging to the two movements. Despite the key-informants 
interviewed are all males, the gender has not been a determinant variable in the choice of 
the activists to interview.
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as well as the differences in terms of modalities of cross-fertilisation with 
other movement members and of geographical characteristics affecting 
the level of participation. Lastly, we have noted as a novelty, the ability 
of SCs activists to involve their ‘urban constituency’ in extra-urban mobi-
lisations, in addition to that of cooperating with other collective actors, 
which usually they are in conflict and politically far from each other.

the sociAl centres Activists in the no tAv movement

The protest campaign against the construction of a 57km tunnel,  
as part of the TAV (Treno Alta Velocità—High Speed Rail Line) in 
Val di Susa, Piedmont, close to the border with France, originated  
in the 1990s (della Porta and Piazza 2008), but became more visible in 
the early 2000s, when the second Berlusconi government accelerated 
the policy-making process. The No TAV campaign, which started as a 
reaction to the risk of damage to the environment and health of citizens 
(due to soil erosion and asbestos within the mountain to be excavated), 
increasingly became proactive and constructive. The protest networks 
(made by environmentalists, local governments, citizens’ committees, 
SCs, and grassroots unions) developed both specific alternative propos-
als and ‘another model of possible development’, based on ‘de-growth’ 
(Latouche 2007). Moreover, they claimed the right of the local popula-
tion to decide the future of its own territory, demanding a different form 
of democracy, more participative and deliberative (della Porta and Piazza 
2008). The development of such rich protest network has been possible 
also because the proximity of the metropolitan area of Turin with the 
Valley. In fact, Turin is not much far from some of the best-known vil-
lages of the Valley: less than 50 km from Bussoleno, about 50 km from 
Susa, about 60 km from Chiomonte. Moreover, the metropolitan area 
and many little villages of the Valley are well connected also by the public 
transport, such as trains and busses. This probably had helped the par-
ticipation in the mobilisation of many organisations from the city, such 
as the SCs. The No TAV is the longest and best-known territorial move-
ment in Italy, with the highest level of mass participation ever achieved 
in the country, and with the peaks of conflict and clashes with the police 
reached between 2011 and 2013, followed by complaints, arrests, and 
convictions for the No TAV activists. Currently, the mobilisation goes 
on, notwithstanding the state repression and the will of the Italian and 
French governments—at least until now—to continue and complete the 
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building works (but they are far behind schedule and only the second-
ary tunnel is under construction). The new national government led by 
Conte in 2018 is split between the 5 Star Movement that is contrary to 
the TAV and the League which is instead favourable.

During the nineties, the SC Askatasuna7 decided to join the No TAV 
movement. What interested the militants of the SC was the diversified 
composition of the movement, not exclusively formed by militants or by 
a specific social sector, like young students. The chance to live and build 
an intergenerational and transversal movement pushed the Askatasuna 
activists to join the No TAV struggle:

We decided to invest in that field of struggle because we saw in that the 
possibility to break those mechanisms according to witch territorial move-
ments where the expression of strongly ideological organised groups, also 
numerically limited, or that the large social movements belonged almost in 
an exclusive way to young people, with students struggles […]. We have 
seen a fertile field, the possibility to say that territorial movements have not 
to be seen as a special corner for militants and also that mass social move-
ments do not belong exclusively to some special sector of the society. [Int. 
No TAV A.]

Thanks to some militants and supporters coming from or still living 
in some villages of the Valley, the Askatasuna activists founded a grass-
roots committee, the Popular Struggle Committee (Comitato di Lotta 
Popolare) in Bussoleno. Through the committee, the SC militants were 
able to relate at the same level as the other No TAV committees and then 
to be recognised from the outset as an integral part of the movement:

We founded with other comrades of Bussoleno, the Popular Struggle 
Committee, the first among the village committees, and unlike the oth-
ers, it has always had a very political connotation, founded by people who 
already were used to politics. […] At the beginning, it was mainly a mim-
icry approach, as we were used to said, in order to avoid to be [identified 
as] the social centres who come here … to avoid to be too political, but 
try to blend into this strange subject, at that time still in formation, and 

7  Beyond the Askatasuna, the main SC in Turin, others were active—as Gabrio, Asilo, 
and Murazzi—but their activists were usual to participate in the No Tav movement not 
as representatives of their SCs. This is why we chose to take into account only the SC 
Askatasuna in our analysis.
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understand the features and the political potential for radicalism, without 
particular hurry, but trying to privilege and develop the behaviours and the 
attitudes that we saw in filigree but possible, without burning the stages, 
but at the same time with the clarity. I think it has been always our clear 
goal, I would say unpretentious and with humility from our point of view, 
to give priority to these attitudes here, these trends here and figure out 
when the time was right to try. [Int. No Tav G.2]

For what we had the opportunity to observe during the demonstra-
tions and campsites, the SCs activists in Val di Susa have favoured the 
cross-issues scale shift. Indeed, they have connected and intertwined 
the defence of environment and citizens’ health—the original issues— 
with others, as the struggles against the development model based on 
large infrastructures, and the ‘corrupt-mafia system’ that would have 
produced them (see also Piazza and Sorci 2017). Moreover, they have 
brought generational resources (mainly young students) to the No TAV 
movement, in the sense that many of the young people who participated 
in the movement were mobilised by the SC and attracted by its direct 
actions and countercultural practices. Then the activists of SCs have 
brought also and above all political-organisational resources, that is, the 
capacity to indicate the political direction towards which to move, the 
strategies of action to choose and to implement respect the policy of the 
institutional counterparty, as explained by one militant:

I think that our contribution was of political knowledge, of organisational 
knowledge, of identifying the moments that counted and the points on 
which the conflict was outlined and to push on those points. I think we 
were able, with all the difficulties and mistakes of the case, to put before 
the eyes of the movement, or rather the most active part, what was the 
point on which there was the clash, the confrontation (with the oppo-
nent), the point on which one should not give in and one had to fight. 
This was our real contribution [Int. No Tav G.]

(SC militants) had an important role in trying to protect the struggle 
from the countermeasures used by our enemies, first of all repression that 
we were used to know directly […]. So having a certain amount of experi-
ence and trying to communicate it, we have participated without the aim 
to ‘put the brand’, an ideological imprinting on the struggle, but being 
available for the struggle. This has been the most important function that 
comrades had, most of all those from my organisation, the Askatasuna. 
[Int. No TAV A.]
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The activists define themselves as very careful in dosing their forces and 
not ‘forcing the hand’, that is, not to propose political choices and strat-
egies of action which would not have been understood and accepted by 
most of the other actors of the movement. Moreover, the Askatasuna 
militants are not the only ones in the radical sector of the movement, 
because some anarchist groups and activists participating in the No Tav 
campaign would have wanted to increase the level of clash with the 
police. In cases of conflict among the moderate and radical wings of 
the movement, the Askatasuna activists usually had a role of ‘brake and 
control’:

That was our greatest contribution: we were able to measure out the times 
when the practice of rupture was put in the field without distorting the 
meaning of the (social and political) composition of the movement, with-
out forcing it exceedingly. There was also a time when we had a brake role, 
on some components of the movement that came from outside and they 
wanted to do (force the actions) right away … we tried to ‘manage’ these 
moments and I think we succeeded. [Int. No Tav G.]

Aware of the role played, the SCs activists used their political-organisa-
tional resources and abilities also to coordinate and maintain connected 
the different components of the movement, from the most radical to 
the most moderate, the institutional actors like the mayors of the Valley. 
They were conscious that their presence was useful in terms of political 
legitimation and there was not the risk they would affect the choice of 
the movement nor to institutionalise it:

There are people who at certain times and contexts have an enormous 
weight, can determine things and, when it happens, may be unrecoverable 
and cause rifts. Instead, we have always worked for the unity of the move-
ment, from mayors to the most radical forms. In our analysis, it was essen-
tial that there were mayors who continued to say ‘no’ at the institutional 
negotiation tables. Fundamental in Susa Valley were the No TAV electoral 
lists or No TAV activists in the local administrations. We do not elect any-
one-the breaking with the White overalls occurred right on the ‘entrismo’ 
policy8-but we have a pragmatic look on the different situations, because 

8 The White overalls were another political network of the Social Centers (see endnote 
2)—above all in the North East Italy—coming from the Autonomia—as the Antagonist/
Autonomist network of the SC Askatasuna—with which a political split took place in the 
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it was an effective strength on the ground that the No TAV local adminis-
trators9 had behind the movement. Those institutional figures, the mayors, 
were not able to affect the choices of the movement, but it was more the 
movement, which conditioned the mayors, from a certain point on. [Int. 
No Tav G.]

Such role is recognised also by other activists of the movement, that 
highlight how important is the contribution of Askatasuna in the No 
TAV struggle, as this interviewed says:

SCs activists have been fundamental. […] The first campsites, more than 
16 years ago, have been strongly wanted by SCs, most of all by Askatasuna 
and then all the other SCs followed it. After all, here exists the Popular 
Struggle Committee, formed by Askatasuna’s comrades and other peo-
ple from the Valley, which have been a bonding agent among different 
subjectivities. Yes, I think that without the comrades of SCs this struggle 
would not be the same. […] I mean, it is normal that SCs are a part of the 
 movement. At the beginning maybe there was a bit of distrust, because 
of the way they are described by the bourgeois press. However, once they 
(SCs militants) started to deal with the Valley, they became habitants of the 
Valley to all intents. [Int. No Tav S.]

Thanks also to the contribution of the SC Askatasuna, the No Tav move-
ment has had a cross-territorial scale shift, because it has become a point 
of reference for other social movements, not only the territorial ones, at 
national and international level. And also thanks to the SC activists, the 
movement has built bonds of solidarity with the activists of other territo-
ries and countries:

today, this is an antagonist movement that feels close to all the other terri-
torial movements, which feels close to all those things that move “against”: 
against the status quo, against the government, against the institutional 
politics, without having an ideological “a priori” but having a method. [...] 

1990s. The break was because Wo chose the ‘entrista’ policy, which was the strategic 
choice to ‘enter’ in the local institutions by participating to municipal election in alliance 
with the radical left-wing parties (Mudu 2012; Piazza 2013).

 

9 For local administrators here we mean the mayors, the city councillors and cabinet 
members.
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almost everybody has come here: Palestinians, Kurdish, Greece, Basques. 
Most of all, the two summer campsites in 2011 and 2012 had an interna-
tional participation by many militants: French, Dutch, Spanish people. In 
those two years, we had a European international dimension. Still today, 
antagonist people in Europe know what the No Tav movement is. [Int. 
No Tav G.2]

Through their participation in the mobilisation, the SCs militants 
increased their political strength and legitimation, thanks to their ability 
to enter in touch and cross-fertilise with other actors and above all with 
ordinary citizens, developing bond of mutual trust with them and con-
tributing to train new activists and to politicise ordinary people:

in Susa Valley a virtuous relationship has developed between the more 
antagonistic sectors (including SCs) and an average social composition of 
citizenry, often without political history, basically ‘legalistic’. There was a 
process of encounter… the history has been more than ten years and that 
there have been real processes of mutual knowledge and trust (between 
antagonistic militants and ordinary people). What the movement gave us 
was quite a ‘bath of reality’: we grew up there as a political force, as recog-
nisable as social and political weight on the city and on the national level, 
thanks to this movement; we had our history in the city, but it is clear that 
the movement has increased our strength. With the expression ‘bath of 
reality’ we mean that we have dealt with a social composition entirely differ-
ent from us, that is, the elderly, parents, and so on. It has been very useful 
to deal with these differences and we managed to do what is much more 
difficult in the city… in Susa Valley it has formed a layer of militants of up 
to 50, 60, 70 years-old, that even now is in front of the gates in order to 
block the means of transport. We contributed and it is quite priceless, is the 
best and most interesting thing that there has been so far. [Int. No Tav G.]

We grew up a lot and paradoxically one aspect is to learn also how 
to relate with the social fabric of the valley, but also with those political 
expressions like the local administrations and institutions. I say this because 
there has never been a monolithic approach; it has always bended according 
to the need, projects and strategies of the all movement. As I said before, 
the humility in learning and being available for such an important struggle 
led comrades not to approach in an ideological way to the territory, made 
by common people, comrades but also institutions. We approached in a 
non -– ideological way and we were able to decide, for instance, if a mayor 
could be the No TAV administrator and not the enemy to defeat, as we 
were used to in the city from which we came from. [Int. No Tav A.]
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on the other hand, thanks to the No TAV movement, the SC 
Askatasuna increased its political weight and popularity at local and 
national level, as declared by an activist:

We have had some benefits as experience and as capacity of individual and 
collective militants, and of course as a return of image and political rent 
on Turin and also on the national level. It (participation in No Tav move-
ment) has undoubtedly allowed us to become a collective with its own 
strength, its recognition, being an actor more recognised, uncomfortable 
but also recognised in other areas of movement, because we had behind 
this story where we were inside, which we used, in addition to being used. 
Therefore, in that sense, we had a major feedback. [Int. No Tav G.2]

In addition, being such an active part of the No TAV movement 
let increase the level of police repression suffered by the Askatasuna 
militants:

(Turin) became an extension of the Valley. The level of militarisation that 
there is in Turin is as such that, nowadays we can easily say that belonging 
to the Askatasuna or to students collectives means that you will surely deal 
with jail and precautionary measures, arrests and repression. This does not 
make us cry, it is just another responsibility. [Int. No TAV A.]

In fact, just to give some examples, in June 2011, few days before the 
eviction of the ‘Free Republic of Maddalena’,10 the Turin Prosecutor 
issued 65 notices of investigation to the No Tav activists (among 
them, some from the Askatasuna). Simultaneously, police raided the 
Askatasuna by breaking down the door with a battering ram, in order 
to search the SC. More recently, eight activists of Popular Committee 
of Bussoleno have been undergone to home detention and four stu-
dents of CUA-Collettivo Universitario Autonomo of Turin (Autonomous 
University Collective) were detained for a period and are still under 

10 on the 24 May 2011, thousands of No Tav activists occupied the ground in a moun-
tain area named Maddalena, to prevent the start of the TAV building site. The occupation 
has been called “Free Republic of Maddalena” to claim the right of the people to decide 
on the use of land where they live. The occupation lasted until the 27 June, when a large 
deployment of police evicted the squatted land.
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precautionary measures.11 The police and judicial repression of the 
SCs activists has been consistent with the hostility and closure shown 
by most of political-institutional actors. Indeed, all the national and 
regional governments, both the centre-right and PD parliamentarians, 
the PD mayors of Turin have criminalised and stigmatised the No Tav 
militants coming from the SCs as violent and ‘bad’ protesters. only the 
5Stars politicians were and are opposed the Tav, but keeping the dis-
tance with the SCs militants. If this institutional enmity has certainly 
made the squatters’ involvement in the mobilisation more difficult, it 
has not discouraged or prevented it anyway, thanks to their determina-
tion, to the support of local population and also to that—in some ways 
unexpected—of most No Tav mayors of Val di Susa.

the sociAl centres Activists  
in the no muos movement

The movement against the MUoS (Mobile User objective System) 
started in 2008–2009 in Niscemi (Sicily), with the main goal to stop 
the construction of a ground station of satellite communications inside 
the nearby US Navy base. If at the beginning the local residents had 
protested because they were worried about the health risks and envi-
ronmental damage due to radio waves, very soon in the course of the 
mobilisation other protesters joined the town inhabitants, and their 
frames were extended beyond the concern for electromagnetic pollu-
tion: from NIMBY to NoPE activism. In fact, the struggle broadened 
in what the social movement scholars have called scale shift (Tarrow and 
McAdam 2005): activists from all over Sicily and Italy went to Niscemi 
to participate in national marches, ‘struggling campsites’, and direct 
actions. For them, the No MUoS became indeed a symbol of territorial 
resistance not only against unjust and nondemocratic decisions, but also 
against the war and the militarisation of the land. The protest network, 
formed by citizens’ committees, SCs and antagonist groups, grassroots 
unions, and environmental associations, has been able to cross the ter-
ritories from Niscemi to the regional, national, and transnational level. 

11 In December 2013, four No Tav activists were arrested on charges of terrorism 
(recently dropped) for having sabotaged a compressor. Even if the event has affected indi-
viduals that do not belong to the issue discussed herein, it is anyway important to report 
the event because of the gravity of the accusation.
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Moreover the No MUoS were able to target different institutions and 
link with other similar LULU movements aimed at different uses of the 
territory (No Radar, No TAV, No dal Molin, No Bridge, and so on), and 
others movements as those for housing rights, for migrants rights, and 
so on (della Porta and Piazza 2014). The peaks of the conflict occurred 
between 2013 and 2014, when hundreds of activists blocked the road 
to prevent the entry of trucks into the base, being violently charged 
by the police, and thousands of demonstrators were able to invade and 
temporarily occupy twice the US base (129 activists have been charged 
for that). The Niscemi’s station is now able to transmit, but thanks to 
the movement opposition, it happened with almost five years of delay 
in respect of US Navy projects. Despite this has led to a demobilisation 
phase, even recently the No MUoS continue to protest and demonstrate 
in Niscemi and in the cork forest around the US Navy base.

The No MUoS protest network gathered different groups and organ-
isations from the main big cities of Sicily: Palermo, Catania, and Messina 
above all. Nevertheless, differently from the No TAV case, the Sicilian 
SCs activists coming from Catania and Palermo decided not to set up 
or to join any No MUoS committee, and not to enter in the Regional 
Coordination with the other local committees. They belong to the No 
MUoS movement as SCs, with their own identity recognised by all the 
other actors of the movement. In analysing the contributions that SCs 
brought to the No MUoS movement, such differentiation means that 
each player gave something different to the mobilisation:

It is not possible to give a unique opinion on the role of these metropoli-
tan groups (SCs). The point is that without their support, also in terms of 
numbers, it is not possible to think about No Muos struggle. They were 
able to bring a certain amount of social capital from the city, in terms of 
a huge amount of students that fill a coach or open a demonstration, in 
terms of the intelligent use of communication as Officina Rebelde does, 
in terms of radical forms of direct actions during demonstrations, when it 
is necessary (as it has been during the first and second campsite). It is an 
essential contribution. The problem is to find a point of political mediation 
[Int. No Muos F.]

Therefore, each SC has brought to the No MUoS movement different 
kind of contributions on the base of their identity, abilities, and possi-
bilities. However, as it is evident from the abovementioned interview, 
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with all their differences and specifications, the SCs have brought over-
all generational resources, as they attracted mostly young students and 
precarious workers, who were essential for the numerical strength of the 
demonstrations and their availability in the direct actions. Moreover, they 
have contributed with political-organisational resources (they were the 
main organisers of the permanent picket near the US base), and reper-
tories of action based on countercultural activities, symbolic demonstra-
tions, and above all disruptive actions. Such support and contribution 
changed during time, on the base of the movement’s phase. In fact, the 
aim was not to impose or propose a political direction or a certain rep-
ertoire of action, regardless of the phase and movement’s needs; the aim 
for the SCs activists was to support, with their own resources and polit-
ical knowledge, the territorial movement, helping in the creation of a 
resistant community:

I think that the method has always been the same, at least for what con-
cerns us. We tried to valorise what was moving in the territory, because we 
think that in a territorial struggle what counts is the community that lives 
that territory. It is able not only to express needs but also to determine the 
balance of power towards the enemy, in this case US navy, the government 
and all of that carry on the MUoS project […]. The role has been to push 
in the creation of an identity, of a community that from being atomised, 
divided in micro-structures, as we are used to know the society, become 
a resistant community, a community with a proper awareness and able to 
express its interests. [Int. No MUoS I.2]

This process happened not without internal tensions with the other more 
moderate sectors of the movement, but the SCs militants were able to 
preserve the unity of the movement in collaboration with the other activ-
ists. In fact, the internal tensions and conflicts occurred on strategies and 
forms of action between activists and group generationally and politi-
cally very different (the younger and more radical SCs militants vs. the 
older and more moderate pacifists and environmentalists). Nevertheless, 
these tensions were almost usually overcome through deliberative pro-
cesses, cooperation, and division of labor (the ones more expert in direct 
action, the others more capable on legal and informative actions), above 
all in the peak of mobilisation. The different activists have used differ-
ent means, according to their collective identity, without delegitimising 
those of the others. As you can notice by the surprised words of a senior 
pacifist interviewed:
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After the 30 March 2013 demonstration, there was a contrast between 
the Regional Coordination of Committees and the Picket and antagonist 
activists, which led to the formation of two different decision-making are-
nas: the assembly of the Coordination (the grassroots committees) and 
the ‘movement assembly’ (the Coordination plus other antagonist activists 
and groups), in which internal conflicts were overcome by means of labour 
division and cooperation. In fact, consensual processes sometimes seemed 
to work well in delicate moments of direct action: on August 2013, there 
was (on that occasion) a political commitment of the most radical sectors, 
such as Anomalia ([Palermo SC militants, ed.]), with which we found the 
agreement and we managed to fix the points on the modalities and the 
management. And they took on the responsibility of the physical contact 
([confrontation, ed.]) with the police, their faces uncovered and hands-free 
[…] I was shocked to see these activists, faces uncovered and hands raised, 
trying to pretend to break the blockade of the police, taking the trun-
cheon blows in the face without blinking, while on the another side, other 
protesters were trying to get in, as it had been decided in order to divert 
attention. I thought it was a great sign of political maturity and quality in 
co-management of that action which was not taken for granted; … I think 
that the police were neither prepared nor motivated to manage public 
order on that occasion and raise the level of repression [Int. No Muos A.]

The collaborative co-existence between the SCs activists, who pushed for 
direct action, and the other groups, who preferred the more moderate 
and legalist actions, is confirmed by the words of one SC Ex Karcere mil-
itant from Palermo:

one of the movement’s richness is this: groups different from each other 
mainly promoted each of these different practices. However, in the 
moments of intense mobilisation these different practices have co-oper-
ated and co-existed in multiplying ways. For this, the effects of a single 
practice have had a more important weight when they were put together 
with those of the others. The different souls and sectors belonging to the 
No MUoS movement have their own peculiarities, their own interests and 
consolidated practices in which they are more expert and well-prepared; 
but the strong point of the movement was, in some moments, to be able 
to put together these different ways to understand and practice the opposi-
tion to the MUoS [Int. No Muos I.]

According to the activists, the participation into the No MUoS move-
ment brought some positive aspects that directly involved SCs, such as 
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the possibility to enter in the public debate, to enlarge their own net-
work of relations but also to increase the field of action:

There has been a positive feedback, as for all that struggles that have a 
clear aim and that can take those directions that can result fruitful for us, 
allow us to be present and talk in the public debate, to favour the conflict 
against the great economic powers that dominate our territory. It is good 
and allows us to have visibility, it gives us counter-power and allows us to 
intervene politically in Niscemi, but also in Palermo because of course if, 
to give an example, we have to fill a bus for a demonstration in Niscemi, 
we have the possibility to have contacts, build relationships, talk about 
political issues to the people we meet in the SCs and enlarge our field of 
action. [Int. No MUoS I.2]

Thanks to the contribution of all the movement sectors, the No MUoS 
movement intertwined relationships with other territorial movements. 
The SCs activists, in particular, contributed to the cross-territorial and 
cross-issues scale shift, also thanks to their preexisting links with the SCs 
militants involved in other LULU movements and to their tendency 
to generalise the local struggles and to connect different issues like the 
defence of the commons and the demand for democracy from below. An 
example was the common campaign shared by the No Tav, No Bridge, 
and No MUoS movements, during March 2013, against the ‘exploita-
tion of the territories’. This was highlighted in the following document, 
which launched the campaign:

a month of mobilisations, in which we will have a unique voice and we 
will remember that the struggles against the bridge, the TAV, and the 
MUoS are naturally intertwined in a unique battle for the defence of com-
mons. our struggles have different specificities but there is a red thread 
that merges them in common goals and forms of actions that are empow-
ered by a strong popular participation. our struggles are strongly linked 
to those on labour and for the defence of rights, unfortunately united by 
the same repression, while it is still unheard the demand for democracy in 
which citizens can decide for their future.12

Even in the No MUoS case, the SC activists often have been subject 
to the repressive action by the authorities. Such as in 2014, when the  

12 “No MUoS, No PoNTE, No TAV Appeal”: joint release of No Tav, No Bridge and 
No MUoS movements, 28 February 2013.
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Gela Court on July 28 delivered 29 abode prohibitions to some No 
MUoS activists. In the document that explains the reason of this precau-
tionary measure, the Court writes (referring to the demonstration that 
took place on 9 August 2013):

Among the first rows of the demonstration, there were subjects ascriba-
ble to anarchist movements and Sicilian radical protesters, such as ‘C.S.A. 
Ex Karcere’ and ‘C.S.A. Anomalia’ from Palermo. ‘Collettivo Aleph’, 
‘officina Rebelde’, ‘Collettivo Experia’ and ‘Teatro Coppola occupato’ 
from Catania and ‘Teatro Pinelli’ from Messina. Police already knew 
some of these activists, because they were present in previous and similar 
demonstrations.13

If the SCs militants have often been the target of the repressive police 
and judiciary actions as in Val di Susa, but with less intensity, they too have 
had few allies and many opponents in the institutional politics. From the 
U-turn of the Sicilian Governor Crocetta (PD), first opposed and then 
in favour of the MUoS, to the disinterest or hostility of many local pol-
iticians (excluding a shy support of the 5Stars), the SCs activists reacted 
strongly to these policies and attitudes, at least until before the most recent 
phase of demobilisation.

concluding remArks

In this contribution, we studied the field of relations among SCs activists 
and LULU movements in Italy, by analysing the case of No TAV and 
No MUoS movements. In investigating such field, we highlighted inter-
nal tensions, conflicting and cooperative relations between SCs activ-
ists and the other movement sectors, and the way in which they have 
been addressed. In the No TAV case, the SC Askatasuna is not the only 
radical actor of the movement, and therefore, it has often had a role of 
mediation in those conflicts between the moderate sectors and the most 
radical wings, like the anarchist groups. In the case of the No MUoS 
movement, the Palermo and Catania SCs have taken part in such con-
flicts with other movement sectors, also on the strategies and forms of 
action. Nevertheless, the activists all together managed to solve them, 
also thanks to the development of cooperative and trust relationships (at 
least in the increasing phases and the peaks of mobilisation).

13 order for the application of personal precautionary measures, Court of Gela, 16 July 
2014.
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Moreover, we confirmed previous research about the ability of the 
SCs activists to attract youth participation and favour the cross-issues 
and cross-territorial scale shift. Indeed, they were able to bring into the 
movement networks generational and relational resources, contributing 
to intertwine and make them closer to other social and territorial move-
ments, at national and international level.

Even if the two cases studies taken into account in the analysis are 
quite different from certain points of view, some similarities emerged. 
our work substantially confirms what was emerged in previous research, 
as regard the creation of mutual bonds of knowledge and trust, the con-
tribution in training new activists, in bringing expertise in the counter-
cultural activities, in the symbolic and direct forms of action, as well as 
bringing generational and political-organisational resources. In particu-
lar, in the No TAV movement, the role of co-leadership—with other 
players—of the SC Askatasuna of Turin emerged, as the activists con-
tributed to indicate the ‘political line’ of the movement, the strategies 
of action to choose and to implement. Moreover, they have had the 
ability to maintain the unity of the movement coordinating and keep-
ing connected the different sectors, from the most moderate to the most 
radicals, being aware that the unity of the movement was the necessary 
condition to hope for success. Also in the No MUoS mobilisation, the 
SCs militants acted to preserve the unity of the movement notwith-
standing the differences with other groups. The internal tensions with 
the more moderate actors on strategies and forms of action were usu-
ally overcome through deliberative decision-making processes, coopera-
tive relations and division of labor. The radical and antagonist militants 
were more involved in direct and disruptive actions, while the moder-
ate eco-pacifists were more adapted to the informative and legal pro-
cedures, without anyone delegitimising the means used by the others. 
Therefore, the two analysed cases show that under certain conditions, 
like the land use at stake and the massive mobilisation attracting and 
involving unpoliticised citizen’s participation, even the collective actors, 
which usually are in conflict and politically far from each other, can coop-
erate, struggle for a common goal, and find together shared strategies of 
action.

Moreover, in both cases the SCs activists recognise that from their 
participation in the territorial movements they had some positive and 
negative feedbacks and results. They evaluate as positive results the 
increased visibility and the new possibilities to enter in the public debate 
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thanks to their participation in the territorial struggles. Moreover, they 
increased their field of influence in the cities where the SCs are based, 
and in the case of Askatasuna they also gained a stronger recognition at 
national level thanks to the No TAV movement. Lastly, in both cases, 
militants had the opportunity to deal with territories and social relation-
ships quite diverse from what they were used to, and this increased their 
political experience. As negative results and feedbacks, if some open-
ings in the political opportunity structure were valid for all the move-
ment networks, in some cases the closure of such political opportunity 
windows involved mainly and directly the SCs activists. This is the case 
of some repressive operations, which involved mainly SCs activists with 
arrests, abode prohibitions, home detention, and other precaution-
ary measures. Such focused repression measures had the aim to divide 
the two movements into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ protesters; in both No TAV 
and No MUoS cases, such attempts failed because most of the move-
ments’ participants refused such division and claimed each form of action 
(from the moderate to the most radical ones) as legitimate for the entire 
movement.

over the similarities, there are some differences. First of all, 
Askatasuna and Sicilian SCs enter respectively in the No TAV and No 
MUoS movements in two different way: the former through the 
Popular Struggle Committee, the latter maintaining their SCs iden-
tities (notwithstanding Askatasuna from Turin and Ex Karcere from 
Palermo belong to the same ideological-political network). The ‘cross- 
fertilisation in action’ (della Porta and Piazza 2008, p. 9), which led  
to the creation of a ‘hybrid’ identity between SCs and the rest of the 
territorial movements, happened in different ways too. In the No TAV 
case, being a part of the movement as a grassroots committee, almost at 
the beginning of the campaign, posed the Askatasuna at the same level 
of the other local committees. In this way, not only the SC militants 
became a part of the diffused leadership of the movement, but they also 
shared with and acquired from the other sectors of the networks atti-
tudes and forms of action. For example, a part of the Valley inhabitants 
became used to the confrontation with police and even to adopt radical 
forms of action, while the SC activists accepted the role of No TAV local 
administrators, by setting aside their conflictual attitudes toward institu-
tions, which were grown in their political experience in Turin. In this 
way, the SC activists and the rest of the movement have built a ‘hybrid’ 
collective identity and a relation based on mutual trust. In the case of the  
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No MUoS movement, keeping their identity distinguished inside the 
movement did not compromise the creation of positive relations based 
on mutual trust with the other sectors and a common hybrid identity 
recognisable from the outside. While all participated in demonstrative 
actions, a sort of ‘labour division’ was created so that the SCs activists 
were able to manage mainly the radical forms of actions and protests, 
whereas the environmentalists and pacifist activists were in charge to 
follow—above all, but not only—the legal issues related to the MUoS 
and the counter-informative campaign. Such division did not lead to a 
reciprocal discredit; on the contrary, such division was at the base of the 
mutual trust. In such case, the hybrid identity was created with a level 
of intensity lower than the No TAV case, also because the SCs activ-
ists entered in the No MUoS movement network not at the beginning 
of the campaign but some years later, just before the peak period of 
mobilisation.

Then, what it has moreover to be underlined is the difference in terms 
of geographical characteristics affecting the level of participation. In the 
case of Susa Valley, its main villages—involved in TAV project—are quite 
near from Turin (less than 100 km); moreover, the Valley is well con-
nected by public transports with Turin, as all the villages of the Valley 
among them. This, if apparently seems irrelevant, in reality may affect 
positively the level of engagement and favour the participation in the 
struggle. In the case of Niscemi, on the contrary, the site is quite far 
from Catania, Palermo, and Messina, and, above all, it is not well con-
nected by public transport (railways transports do not exist and coaches 
are insufficient, if not quite absent). The long distances, with the lack of 
public transports, made more difficult for some SCs activists to be con-
stantly present in Niscemi and even affected the level of their engage-
ment and participation in the struggle.

Lastly, we would highlight what we believe quite interesting in this 
contribution, even if it would require further insights. What is quite sig-
nificant and new, comparing previous research, is that the SCs, in relating 
with territorial movements, have been able to involve that part of society 
that they consider their urban ‘reference’ or ‘constituency’ in the extra- 
urban places and struggles. Urban citizens and activists, mainly students 
and precarious workers, have all been involved in the territorial struggle 
outside the urban setting. This is one of the main results of the operation 
of cross-fertilisation and cross-territorialisation among SCs activists and 
LULU movements. The other is the ability to cooperate and to mobilise  
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together for a common goal with the activists of groups and organisa-
tions, with whom they usually have difficult relationships, of non-collab-
oration or even open conflict.
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