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Introduction

The main aim of this article is to identify the relational 
mechanics at work within Macao, an artist-led occupied cul-
tural space. To this end, three main dimensions will be 
explored. The first tackles the connection between the indi-
vidual and the collective level of participation, a distinctive 
connection that produces what I define as a non-exclusive 
dialectic between the two levels. The second investigates the 
organization of participation through the opposed and co-
existing notions of horizontality and hierarchy, analyzing the 
constantly shifting balance between radical inclusion and 
leadership. I will stress how this configuration allows for a 
legitimate monopoly of symbolic capital1 of recognized lead-
ers that co-exists with a Macao refusal of horizontality2—one 
of the supposed axioms of contemporary mobilizations. The 
third and final dimension is the process of developing a col-
laboration, which helps build and maintain relations and han-
dle conflicts in a better way. This last dimension will run 
more as a background dimension to this article, as it is embed-
ded in the first two dimensions and influences Macao’s rela-
tions in a more encompassing way. These three dimensions 

constitute a point of departure for the exploration carried out 
in this article and a point of arrival: They indicate a hybridiza-
tion of the classical dichotomy between centralism and spon-
taneity sparked by Michel’s theory (Barker, 2001). These 
dimensions frame the article within a growing scholarly 
debate which aims to stress the limits of horizontality (Nunes, 
2014; Roberts, 2012; Western, 2014). What is at stake, then, 
is the understanding of emerging forms of organizing which 
exist within the binary opposition. The porosity of the dimen-
sions presented above reflects an attempt to overcome the 
limits of such a dichotomic approach and is in line with the 
aim to pin down Macao’s organizational model. By doing so, 
I intend to show how an inversion of the traditional equation 
of organizational forms, now become transient configurations 
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determined by the eventfulness of their routine activity, is tak-
ing place within this new wave of activism. As I will argue, 
Macao in fact appears not as a well-defined organization that 
produces events but rather as a link between events in itself. 
The event is a central notion to understand Macao’s organiza-
tional dynamics along with its logic of political mobilization 
and processes of cultural production. As suggested by Cossu 
and Murru (2015),3 the logic of events is a pragmatic concept 
that focuses on the cultural and symbolic elements over the 
technological affordances provided by social media to 
account for the success of political mobilizations.4 More 
recently, I could argue how the event represents their minimal 
economic unit: Hundreds of events are organized every year, 
providing the city an alternative stage for arts and culture 
(d’Ovidio & Cossu, 2016). Within this frame, I suggest that 
the event also acts as an organizational device5; Macao does 
not produce events in order to persist as an organization with 
its structures and roles but as a series of events that become 
the organization of action and communication.

The Case Study and Methods

Macao was created during the winter of 2011–2012 as part of 
Lavoratori dell’Arte (LdA, Art Workers), a group of artists, 
art critics, curators, journalists, and activists who had been 
politically active in Milan since the previous autumn. Macao 
defines itself as the “New Centre for Arts, Culture and 
Research of Milan.” In the first phase of its existence, it was 
an idea in the making, which became visible in April 2012 
with a Twitter profile, a YouTube channel, and a Tumblr 
site.6 Macao became an open space for citizens to experiment 
with new modalities of art, culture, and research only in May 
2012, when hundreds of cultural workers occupied7 an empty 
skyscraper (Torre Galfa) in the center of Milan. They were 
evicted some days after the occupation; a few weeks later, 
they managed to occupy a former slaughterhouse and moved 
in there. Macao is part of the Italian Network of Occupied 
Theaters, active since 2011, and a player in the international 
artistic activism scene.

Macao can be viewed as many things: a hub, a brand, a 
space, a process, a group of activists, a venue for concerts, a 
number of rooms bookable for free for seminars or exhibi-
tions, an alternative innovation center, a partner for European 
Union (EU)-funded projects, or an illegal squat. Since its 
inception, its rank-and-file has been both highly engaged and 
diversified at the same time. According to the self-inquiry 
conducted by Macao8 on its base in winter 2012, participants 
in the mobilization were “working” a staggering 35 hr a 
week, on top of their day jobs. To provide a snapshot of the 
activity, the average Macao activist is in his or her mid-30s, 
highly skilled, usually with a degree and with more than one 
job, and is dissatisfied with his or her income and job type.

Several scholars have done research on Macao. Among the 
existing publications, some focus directly on Macao, while oth-
ers mention Macao as part of the Italian Network of Occupied 

Theaters. Concerning the first, Chiara Valli’s (2015) work orig-
inates from a social geography perspective combined with a 
Foucauldian frame and aims to assess how aesthetics have 
played a central role in the political subjectification process in 
Macao. The other contributions, although originating from 
both academic (Giorgi, 2014) and extra-academic milieus 
(Cirillo, 2014), contextualize Macao within the broader strug-
gle that the Italian “Network” has brought forward.

This article is based on a 2-year period of ethnographic 
research (December 2012 to December 2014) that I con-
ducted for my PhD. It consisted of participant observation, 
30 semi-structured interviews, and digital methods (Rogers, 
2013). I was given access as an analyst to Macao’s social 
media channels for my research, while the anonymized data 
from the mailing lists presented in section “Conflicts and 
Division of Labor in Macao’s Experience” were extracted 
from my own email account as it was available to anyone 
inside the mailing list. Email data were then elaborated using 
the software Gephi. In terms of my position as a social move-
ment (SM) researcher, I have shared the frame of militant 
research (Mirzoeff, 2013) to the extent that the research was 
conducted working “in and with” the movement that was the 
object of the study.

Framing Organization in Hybrid 
Movements

In the past decade, a body of literature on organization studies 
(OS) and SMs has been emerging, highlighting the fact that a 
convergence of organization and SM studies may be taking 
place (Davis & Zald, 2005). As noted by Clemens (2005), 
however, SM scholars demonstrate a deep discomfort with 
the concept of organization. Conceived as a system of order 
and authority, it seems incapable of taking into account pro-
cesses of social change. As McAdam and Scott (2005) high-
light, the two fields traditionally focused on different domains 
(e.g., formal institutions in OS, emerging organizations in 
SM) and prioritized different aspects (structure in OS, process 
in SM). However, if certain strands of SM theories have pro-
gressively accepted the formalization of OS (e.g., resource 
mobilization theory), new developments in OS in terms of 
non-rational actor models and cognitive and cultural explana-
tions still have to be integrated into SM theory (Campbell, 
2005, p. 42). Furthermore, researchers have argued how 
recent SM theory has failed to adequately conceptualize stra-
tegic leadership in movements. In particular, Ganz (2000) 
suggests that it is the movement’s leader, along with the 
movement’s networks and strategic capacities, who is crucial 
to success, rather than the resources and political opportunity 
structure. More recently, growing attention has been dedi-
cated to how activists are able to avoid structures and pro-
cesses of institutionalization, with new media playing an 
important role in providing a non-hierarchical environment. 
This is the case with connective action (Bennett & Segerberg, 
2013), where social mechanisms characterized by weak ties 
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have allegedly made it possible to overcome the rigidity of 
collective action, whereas the latter is conceived of as a super-
structural process that endangers freedom and fluidity. An 
indicator of this trend is the latest work by Manuel Castells, 
where he conceives of an autonomy of “third spaces”—the 
spaces resulting from the interconnection between occupied 
urban spaces and digital networks—as being based on the 
intrinsically free nature of the online space (Castells, 2012, p. 
222). Other studies highlight, however, how digital networks 
are deeply influenced by mechanisms of verticality, authority, 
and exclusion (Gonzalez-Bailon & Wang, 2013; Nunes, 
2014). Other authors (Arvidsson et  al., 2016; Gerbaudo, 
2015) state that we need to overcome the network paradigm 
in order to better understand the crowd dynamics that are 
emerging in social media as well as in processes of 
mobilization.

SM studies have only recently shown a renewed interest 
in power and leadership dynamics. In the aftermath of 
Occupy, 15M, and the Arab Spring, they have resurfaced, 
countering the overwhelming quantity of contributions that 
have emphasized the flat and distributed nature of the new 
forms of mobilization. However, following Leach (2013), 
we can look back and see how in the past 50 years of US 
mobilizations there have been countless attempts to avoid 
hierarchy through prefiguration, direct action, and other non-
hierarchical organization models, invariably resulting in 
what Jo Freeman (1972) famously defined as the “tyranny of 
structurelessness.” In a similar vein, Roberts (2012), in dis-
cussing why Occupy failed, refers in particular to the limits 
of horizontalism and the culture supporting this particular 
organizational and political choice. Within the literature that 
attempts to return attention to issues of leadership and power, 
and within the field of SMs, the contribution of Simon 
Western (2014) helps us to recall how anarchists like 
Bakunin, Proudhon, and Kropotkin did not have particular 
taboos regarding dealing with leadership. For them, “indi-
viduals and groups take temporary leadership autonomously 
and on behalf of the wider collective, without assuming a 
formal position of power or authority over others” (Western, 
2014, p. 676). In this respect, interesting connections emerge 
between the issues of leadership, entrepreneurship, and pro-
cesses of political mobilization. Critical management studies 
have recently brought these three areas together (Swann & 
Stoborod, 2014) from an anarchist point of view—similarly 
to what Gregory Sholette (2011) has proposed in the field of 
art criticism in his latest book, in which he analyses the artis-
tic world and its approach to enterprise culture. From a dif-
ferent angle, SM scholars interrogate the same nexus that 
brings together cultural innovation, artistic radicalism, and 
forms of disruption to existing capitalist forms. Davis, in par-
ticular, focuses on topological similarities among SMs and 
enterprises (Davis, McAdam, Scott, & Zald, 2005, p. xiv). 
What, then, are these movements? Are they still movements 
as we used to know them, with the same recruitment and 
organizational mechanics? In the attempt to capture the 

specificity of movements that embody the heritage of artistic 
avant-gardes, workers’ movements, and start-ups, a multi-
plicity of perspectives must be interwoven. In the Italian and 
international context, growing attention has been paid to cul-
tural and social entrepreneurship, to social innovation, and to 
peer-to-peer forms of production and organization (Arvidsson 
& Peitersen, 2013). At the same time, SMs and squatting 
centers have radically changed (Moore, 2015; Pruijt, 2013), 
increasingly becoming hubs of cultural production and 
experimentation rather than spaces of social healing and 
inclusion. In other words, hybrid forms are emerging in this 
complex field, and Macao is certainly one of them.

The Materiality of Macao’s Relations
Dust, paint, sweat, smell of sweat, detergents, brooms, dustpans, 
paper, wood beams, coffee, pasta, couscous, coffee, beer, wine, 
myrtle, cigarettes, computers, music, books, photographs, songs, 
dances, assemblies, respect, growth, smiles, rages, fears, hugs, 
kisses, dreams, passions . . . encounters.9

This excerpt from the diary of Macao was written during the 
summer of 2012. It allows us to understand the material, 
emotional, and symbolic dimensions that were attached to 
the making of Macao. In fact, shortly after the occupation of 
the former slaughterhouse in Milan (June 2012), Macao 
launched a Summer Camp.10 This was a 2-month-long initia-
tive to turn the building into a hospitable place for Macao. 
The Summer Camp served multiple purposes, and through it 
we can see some of the key elements that characterize rela-
tions in Macao. In the first place, it satisfied a need to widen 
and consolidate relations inside the organization:

I wake up rested, perfumed in a soft and cleaned bed . . . what a 
strange feeling! It was a couple of weeks that did not happen . . 
. if I knew this would not happen anymore, I think I’d go crazy. 
Yet now, in the comfort and cleanliness of my house I feel 
trapped, I miss my friends’ laughter, the endless discussions and 
that sense of community, where everyone gives, for better or for 
worse, in stress and in joy. And so on, riding my horse, wind in 
sails and wings spread to Macao. (Summer Camp, Day 2)

In this first period, those people in Macao who had techni-
cal skills organized the work so that others could learn and be 
safe when carrying out work which was not always intuitive 
and immediate, or safe. A process like Macao’s, started by 
artists, becomes entangled with craft, in a process in which, 
from the de-materialization of art, passing through the rela-
tional and social, becomes a living process that is deeply 
rooted in everyday practice (Picture 1).

The Summer Camp also served the functional imperative 
of improving the quality of the space and re-signifying the 
space itself, a task that was achieved with a particular aes-
thetical/political frame in mind. To better describe this frame, 
I combine an ethnographic with an historical analysis, find-
ing substantial analogies with the ideas previously developed 
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by the Isola Art Center11—in which some of the Macao 
founders were involved (and are still involved, in some 
cases)—in clear opposition to the practices of the institu-
tional art world. In the first place, their idea of having a space 
as a dirty cube—opposing the idea of the neutral white cube, 
which is widespread in museums and exhibitions—implies 
refusing a denaturalizing aestheticization of the occupied 
space. In other words, in order to create a New Centre for 
Arts and Culture that intends to host and produce alternative 
art and culture, this conception must be perceivable also in 
aesthetic and architectural terms. This meant leaving the 
marks of abandonment visible, to apply a selective political/
aesthetical judgment according to which it appeared legiti-
mate to reveal the marble—covered in a dull white paint—
that framed some of the doors but, at the same time, to avoid 
the temptation to paint entire rooms anew. Second, the notion 
of fight-specific underlies that the cultural and artistic pro-
cesses taking place in the occupied space must take into 
account the local needs. In this sense, re-signifying the space 
implied establishing a dialogue with the neighborhood, orga-
nizing initiatives and explorations of the vast area that sur-
rounds it (e.g., walks in the abandoned slaughterhouse), and 
making the walls of the former slaughterhouse’s exchange 
speak and porous to influences from the outside. Third, and 
finally, the idea of a dispersed center: that is, conceiving of 
the art center not as a physical space but rather as a mental 
and bodily attitude (cf. Isola Art Center, 2013).

Furthermore, the Summer Camp expressed a will to estab-
lish an image of Macao as a positive and constructive force 

for the city of Milan. In this respect, the Summer Camp can 
be viewed as one of the first projects that was developed in 
the former slaughterhouse exchange, through which a part of 
the citizenry of Milan was involved. More precisely, it pro-
vided those stuck in the city—cities are deserted in Italy in 
August due to the traditional Italian summer break—with an 
alternative way to learn new things,12 to cooperate, to work, 
and to be part of something. In fact, in a YouTube video cre-
ated for the launch campaign in April 2012 by the autonomist 
intellectual and activist Franco Berardi, “Bifo” clearly states 
that occupying should not constitute an end in itself and that 
what has to be done goes far beyond that. In his words,

This is what we have to do, rebuild solidarity, and to do that, 
Macao: burn banks, set London and Athens aflame, block roads, 
occupy the factories—of course, if all this is necessary. But 
maybe what is essential is the word, the sign, the dream, the 
imagination, in every possible way.13

The relevance of Berardi’s comment is at least twofold. In 
the first place, his focus on solidarity is an attempt to stress 
how only together can we overcome our “sad times.” This is 
the same trajectory that was followed and experienced by 
Macao activists, sick as they were of the depressive self-pity 
so widespread in the previous assemblies of precarious 
workers in which they had participated. Second, it signals the 
performative role of the intellectual discourse in the shaping 
of a movement. It is noteworthy how his contribution appears 
in line with what will become14 the concrete activities of 

Picture 1.  Differentiation of tasks and organization in Macao.
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Macao: in particular, if we consider how intensely Macao 
worked on the sign and the image. This “heritage” highlights 
the affinities of Macao with the theorists of the previous gen-
eration.15 Furthermore, the very fact that it was possible for 
Macao to secure the endorsement of influential public intel-
lectuals and artists—similarly not directly engaged in politi-
cal activity—reveals the peculiar social status of Macao’s 
founders: a kind of marginal élite within the Italian cultural 
realm, bearers of high cultural capital, with upper- and mid-
dle-class backgrounds, who directly took part, often with 
highly visible roles, in the previous waves of mobilization at 
both the national and international levels. This is a sort of 
co-belonging that ties Macao activists not only to leading 
figures in critical thought but also to more institutional actors 
in the city of Milan.

Conflicts and Division of Labor in 
Macao’s Experience

As Macao activists have also experienced, being part of a 
movement also means dealing with conflicts. It is in the 
latency phase of a movement that an “everydayness” over-
comes the initial euphoria. This also had to do with the 
changing composition of Macao. In fact, starting from the 
relatively homogeneous group of Macao’s “founders,” hun-
dreds of people joined the process in the “normalized” phase, 
the start of which coincided with the occupation of the for-
mer slaughterhouse exchange. After June 2012, video-mak-
ers, employees, students, and others joined Macao.

Particularly relevant conflicts emerged around the 
issues of gender and material versus knowledge. The start-
ing point here is the understanding that the sheer fact of 
being together in Macao, both individually and collec-
tively, did not result in differences among participants 
being overlooked. Therefore, as conflicts arose, assem-
blies were called to discuss such issues, and in some par-
ticularly relevant cases, seminars and meetings were 
organized in order to cope with them.

Gender, at least in numeric terms, is not an issue for 
Macao. The overall composition of Macao shows a substan-
tial equity in terms of male and female distribution, as the 
self-inquiry conducted by Macao makes clear (26 males and 
24 females in December 2012). What was at stake, then, 
were the imbalances in roles and functions within the organi-
zation. During my ethnographic study, I was able to grasp 
how, among the activists, there was a perceived unease 
regarding a male dominance in the assemblies. In particular, 
during a seminar organized in March 2013, called “Occupare 
il conflitto” (occupying the conflict), Macao activists pointed 
out how males were more likely to take turns talking during 
the assemblies and to speak for longer, and they were much 
more likely to occupy the public sphere. However, during 
this seminar, led by Federica Giardini, a feminist and politi-
cal philosopher from the University of Rome, the picture was 
revealed to be far more complex. In particular, it emerged 

that relations are not determined by gender belonging per se. 
In fact, as a Macao activist said in his intervention during the 
seminar,

It has nothing to do with being male or female, it relates to a 
masculine or feminine attitude. Here in Macao there are female 
people who have masculine attitudes. They shut me up within 
the assemblies, and I cannot take the floor (audience laughs) 
because they have this attitude. Therefore, it is reductive to say 
that in Macao assemblies, or in the national and public meetings, 
only men can speak—it is about a masculine attitude.16

Furthermore, it is not that women have no voice in Macao: 
They express it in different ways and using different chan-
nels, one of which is social media. Using digital methods and 
techniques (Rogers, 2013), I have analyzed the flows in the 
Macao mailing list. The data refer to the main mailing list 
used by the activists, labeled the “Communication Mailing 
List” (CML). This mailing list was initially dedicated to the 
discussions of the group in charge of Macao’s external com-
munications. Later on, this mailing list actually came to host 
a number of different topics and it has come to serve as a 
hub, with multiple functions, such as posting news from 
media outlets and asking for support or additional work in 
order to make news publishable on Macao’s social media 
channels. Second, together with the online platform, the 
CML constitutes a vibrant space of discussion concerning 
the assemblies and their agenda and for sharing information 
that is relevant to the life of Macao.

The data extracted from the CML amount to around 3,000 
emails and spans the period from June 2013 to June 2015. The 
data have been elaborated using Gephi,17 and together with 
Gephi’s visualization capabilities, it allows us to understand 
to what extent women are implicated in Macao’s communica-
tions (Image 1). In fact, among the top 10 contributors we 
find only three men. More significantly, the first contributor, 
Giorgia,18 shows a degree of engagement that appears to be 
more than twice (weight = 1,337) that of the second most 
active user (weight = 668).19 Ethnographic insight gathered 
during the fieldwork allows us to understand that Giorgia is in 
fact the person who, from the beginning of Macao, has acted 
as the “head” of Macao’s communication. This information is 
represented graphically by the thickness of the edge that con-
nects her to the central node, which represents the CML itself. 
Analyzing the data from the mailing list more closely, it is 
possible to see how greater activity does not necessarily cor-
relate with the influence of a person’s node. Influence is based 
here on between-ness centrality,20 a metric that indicates to 
what extent a person acts as an intermediary between two 
other people in the group. This metric is represented by the 
size and the darkness of a person: the darker and the bigger 
the node, the more influence a person has in the group.

As shown in Graph 1, there is no linear correspondence 
between activity and influence. New subjects emerge, show-
ing a substantially lower activity coupled with a much higher 
influence. In particular, two males (Paolo and Andrea) and a 
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female (Federica) emerge as influencers. How is it possible 
to explain this discrepancy? Following the data, it shows that 
these three people have been engaging in email conversa-
tions with a wider number of participants and are therefore 
acting as connectors between different sub-groups. Two of 
them were also part of the initial group that founded Macao, 
while Federica has been a very active member of the Macao 
theater group and has therefore engaged in discussions with 

them, as well as linking their discussions to the main group. 
Therefore, I suggest that influence also reflects the social 
dynamics that take place in Macao’s offline activities.

A tentative systematization of the differences that seg-
ment Macao can be drawn using two axes, building an imagi-
nary space within which to allocate Macao’s constituency. 
The first axis represents artistic skills (AS), while the second 
axis accounts for communication skills (CS). The 

Graph 1.  Graph of CML elaborated in Gephi.

Image 1.  Analysis of CML for between-ness centrality and edge weight (top 11 users).
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intersection of the two axes produces four ideal types of 
activist as regards the inter-linkage between competences 
and communication: It produces four quadrants, representing 
different ideal-typical categories of Macao member. The 
first, showing a high degree of AS and a lower degree of CS, 
can be defined as a “pure” artist: a person who is not particu-
larly keen on manual and technical tasks, whose contribution 
is merely artistic (e.g., performing or organizing artistic 
events in Macao). The second category is the “artistic com-
municator” and includes the people in Macao who not only 
have AS but are also willing to transpose their AS into ideas 
that can be circulated in the digital space (e.g., setting up an 
“artistically” inspired campaign to be diffused on Macao’s 
Facebook page).21 The following category, the “technical 
communicator,” represents all those activists who contribute 
to Macao’s official communication but not necessarily by 
deploying highly creative processes.22 Activities in this area 
are closer to those of public relations and also include the 
sharing of artistic content through social media. Finally, the 
fourth category, which I have defined as “technical activist,” 
constitutes a residual category composed of subjects who 
show a low degree of both sets of skills and whose contribu-
tion to Macao lies in their manual/technical work. This fourth 
category partially overlaps with the dwellers group, but, as a 
highly stylized category, it also functions to produce differ-
ence from which the meaning of the other three categories 
derive. As in every classification, rigidity is a disadvantage 
when seeking analytical clarity. In fact, the same actor at dif-
ferent points in time can play a variety of these categories/
roles: A choreographer can act as a pure artist when he or she 
invents a performance to be staged in the urban space. He or 
she can become an artistic communicator by setting up a cre-
ative campaign based on that performance.23 He or she might 
be a pure technical communicator when he or she tags people 
online in order to secure higher visibility for the creative 
campaign, and finally, he or she can be a purely manual 
activist when he or she repairs the floor of the room in which 
the choreography has been rehearsed. In particular, the activ-
ist I have described, capable of embodying the four different 
roles, actually represents a normative ideal that has been 
explicitly criticized within Macao.24 In the life of Macao, the 
ideal activist is someone who is dedicating resources and 
time to individual and collective projects created within the 
movement and, most importantly, is capable of responding to 
the four ideal audiences that scrutinize their work from every 
corner. This means that the ideal Macao activist must respond 
to a certain idea of engaged political art, show a high effec-
tiveness and originality in his or her digital engagement, and 
conform to a hard-working stereotype when it comes to shar-
ing content or performing manual work for Macao. More 
specifically, the activist must not just respond to these nor-
mative requirements or ideal-typical audiences, but they 
must also appear worthy of their co-belonging, in the eyes of 
the different concrete sub-groups that populate Macao. 
Actually, very few people in any organization can perform 

multiple roles at the highest standard in terms of quality and/
or commitment. In particular, what appears relevant in terms 
of conflicts within Macao is that if some of the knowledge 
workers tend to have—at least—the basic resources to per-
form clerical or manual tasks, the contrary is rarely the case. 
This helps us to connect the cleavage between the knowledge 
and material workers with the issue of leadership. In other 
words, given the higher accessibility of competences required 
to perform manual skills compared to the soft skills,25 the 
knowledge worker is more likely to get closer to the norma-
tive ideal that is prevalent in Macao. The picture is more 
complex because, as I have experienced in my ethnographic 
research, this does not simply result in sheer domination. In 
fact, it is thanks to the peculiar organizational model created 
and incessantly re-invented by Macao that effective counter 
powers are possible (Image 2).

Understanding Cooperation Within 
Macao

To highlight the specificity of Macao’s organization, one 
must understand how cooperative practices within it can be 
driven by opposite drives; they can be either planned or 
spontaneous; they can be coordinated exclusively face-to-
face and through personal social media or can be highly par-
ticipative and mediated publicly in the intranet platform and 
in the assembly (Image 3). These oppositions derive from a 
thorough analysis of two processes of collaborative making 
which took place in Macao during 2013 that I witnessed as a 
researcher: rebuilding the rooftop and organizing a media-
wide campaign to address urban governance and policy.

These examples are only two among the numerous activi-
ties and events that take place in Macao all the time. During 
2013 alone, 270 events were organized, including music con-
certs, public seminars and talks, book fairs, exhibitions, and 

Image 2.  Macao constituency ideal types.
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artistic residencies. All of them see involved all or some of 
Macao activists in the organization, communication, and 
realization of such events. On one hand, this has led Macao 
activists to criticize the excessive “usage” of events as a pri-
mary source of economic sustainability; on the other hand, it 
is what makes Macao a unique and necessary space for cul-
ture in Milan. The event then shows itself in its ambiguity, 
often criticized for its resemblance with the event economy 
that permeates the city; it represents at the same time a shared 
grammar by the citizenry Milanese through which they com-
municate and expose audiences to the unexpected.

How should we account for the co-existence of such dif-
ferent relational modes? In this attempt, I will start by briefly 
tracing a genealogy of cooperation in Macao. In the first 
instance, one major element pushing the Macao activists to 
act in such a particularly cooperative way is a critique of the 
existing relations in the creative industries in which many of 
the Macao activists live and work. Nevertheless, such a cri-
tique does not result in a paralyzing effect, as happened with 
the previous wave of mobilization on precarity (Mattoni, 
2012). A different contribution comes from the actors’ artis-
tic backgrounds. As we know from Howard Becker (1984) 
and Bourdieu (1996), art is intrinsically a collective and 
social activity and seldom is the result of an isolated genius. 
However, what made possible the complex and collective 
work that is Macao was the experience of Torre Galfa (see 
Paragraph 1). The solidarity sparked in those early days is 
still, according to Macao activists, the main source of trust 
and mutual cooperation. This point is close to the argument 
put forth by Judith Butler in her essay “Bodies in Alliance” 
about Tahrir Square (Butler, 2011) and is also deeply con-
nected with the substantial import of feminist theory within 
Macao—in particular in the “politics of difference,” a 

movement of subtraction and creation at the same time, 
based on the work of the feminist movements of the 1970s on 
relations (cf. Lonzi, 1978). The strong presence of women in 
the construction of Macao has molded the movement’s forms 
of action, giving essential importance to the quality of 
exchange rather than the goal, thus affirming the crisis in the 
whole business management ideology. This ideology is 
widespread in many projects of self-entrepreneurship in the 
creative industries (Bandinelli & Arvidsson, 2013) with 
which Macao has established a non-dogmatic dialogue, 
unlike its predecessors—such as the social centers that have 
been active in Milan since the early 1980s.

Conclusion

The first finding is related to what I define as a non-exclusive 
dialectic26 between the individual and the collective, which 
places Macao’s relational pattern beyond the two main avail-
able frames of collective and connective action.

Through the results of the enquiry presented in this arti-
cle, we can see how individual desires and needs are wel-
comed and find their expression in a dynamic interaction 
which does not always entail the approval of the assembly 
(Mode 1), similarly to what happens with the tasks carried 
out by the working groups. Furthermore, such desires arise 
both from people who are already active in Macao and from 
people who are entering Macao for the first time.

The coordination in Macao does not take place in the way 
that it does within institutions such as unions. Coordination 
in Macao is a mobile, open, and conflicting network in which 
the different types of associations (the working groups, 
assemblies, alliances, friendships, etc.) constitute spaces for 
the discussion, and the production, of skills, behaviors, and 

Image 3.  Comparison of different cooperative practices.



Cossu	 9

expressions in constant transformation. How, then, has this 
model been imagined and implemented? Three main ele-
ments come together in the explanation. As I have high-
lighted in the genealogy of cooperation in Macao, previous 
experiences and orientations inspired the model in the first 
place. Second, the ongoing experimentations brought about 
by Macao in its activity constantly generated new crossings27 
by other subjects and ideas (Mode 2). Finally, these different 
models of organizing relations are able to co-exist in the 
same space because of a desired instability, which—para-
doxically—constitutes a “sound floor” on which activities 
are based. Instability is a feature that characterizes many 
organizations in the present day, both within and outside the 
realm of SMs, and it does not represent an unintended nega-
tive outcome of systemic dysfunctions. As Boltanski and 
Chiapello (2005) have highlighted, capitalism itself has 
drawn ideas from counter-cultures and implemented them in 
new management theories. In Macao’s case, however, there 
has been a step forward. Insofar as there is a shared aware-
ness of already being subsumed into the neoliberal capitalist 
mode of production, the reflexive desire to have an unstable 

organization represents the outcome of a process of political 
subjectification in which the refusal of work (Lazzarato, 
2014) appears as a key component. Rather than being a hege-
monic—and thus naturalized and pre-reflexive—frame for 
Macao, the desire to be unstable constitutes a safeguard 
against self-exploitation (Modes 3 and 4).

The second finding deals with the organization of partici-
pation along the opposed and co-existing notions of horizon-
tality and hierarchy. In Macao, there is a constantly shifting 
equilibrium of radical inclusion and leadership. On one hand, 
radical inclusion is granted by the “crossings” by other sub-
jects and groups that Macao, as a process and as a space, 
empirically supports by having, for instance, a weekly assem-
bly that is fully open. Regardless of their status—individual, 
group, acting inside or outside Macao—everyone in these 
assemblies is welcome and is granted a space in which it is 
possible to propose ideas and collaborations. However, this 
does not necessarily imply agreeing dogmatically with hori-
zontality. In fact, leadership, and not leaders, represents a 
concrete reality in the activities of Macao. As Simon Western 
(2014) has suggested, in many contemporary movements 

Mode 1.  Informal contamination without deliberation including insiders and outsiders.

Mode 2.  External individual crosses Macao.
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leadership is not just de facto already in place, it is an unavoid-
able and beneficial feature of every human grouping, as anar-
chists in the first place have also acknowledged. In Western’s 
account, it was exactly an unwillingness to recognize leader-
ship in movements like Occupy and Indignados that caused 
growing dissatisfaction among activists and led to their dis-
solution. What is different in Macao then? As I have stressed 
in the first finding, desire28 is actively pursued and given free 
rein so that it can permeate assemblies or, in other cases, sim-
ply ignore them and bypass them. Furthermore, there is a 
strong recognition of individual qualities and differences. 

Different forms of leadership are simultaneously co-present 
as they are disseminated in the social body of Macao, leading 
projects that might involve highly diverse skills and interests 
(e.g., organizing a theater festival vs a seminar on free 
software).

The fourth and main finding relates to the overall orga-
nizational model of Macao. In a previous article (Cossu & 
Murru, 2015), I have highlighted how the event repre-
sented a fundamental logic that guided the Macao activ-
ists’ political action in the public sphere. I have also 
stressed how it contained a deep ambivalence, especially 
to the extent that the threshold separating a staged event 
from a disruptive event, a media event from a more 
authentic event that is bodily and emotionally perceived, 
is very thin. This ambivalence is still present and the event 
seems to play a role in the mechanics that govern the orga-
nization of Macao. From this point of view, the event is 
the minimal unit which compels activists to cooperate 
within a “just-in-time” regime of production that appears 
all too close to the regimes experienced by less politicized 
cultural workers. Within a framework, events offer a man-
ageability that leaves room for a critique of work beyond 
self-exploitation, as highlighted by the slow work rate that 
defines many of Macao’s activities. Furthermore, what 
must be considered is the fact that the current Italian polit-
ical arena29 is not capable of mediating the needs originat-
ing from art and cultural workers, as traditional collective 
actors appear unfit and unwilling to represent them, thus 
leaving a gap to be filled. Such a gap has been occupied by 
hybrid organizations that bear the heritage of SMs, artistic 
avant-gardes, and workers’ movements, like Macao and 
many others around Italy and Europe. If, traditionally, 
action was structured around organizations producing 
events (e.g., trade unions calling for a general strike or a 
rally), if the main economic system is centered around the 
event economy, if access to power through institutional-
ization (e.g., becoming a union) or cooptation is no longer 
either feasible or desirable, and if the only means avail-
able to change capitalism is from within (since there is no 
outside), what happens to the concept of organization for 
this type of hybrid movement? In this context, as high-
lighted by the experience of Macao, the appropriation of a 
capitalist logic for political purposes requires us to rethink 
organization as we are used to conceive of it (i.e., an orga-
nization that produces events) and rather to think of it as a 
linking of events. In other words, as the event becomes a 
key organizational device, the new organization is no lon-
ger a unity that produces events in order to persist with its 
structures and roles, but becomes itself a series of events 
that loosely interweave the organization of action and 
production.
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Notes

  1.	 By adopting a Weberian expression, I intend to stress here how 
the distinctiveness of Macao’s organization (and how openly 
leadership can be questioned or confronted) is capable of pro-
ducing legitimate leadership, although temporary.

  2.	 Such refusal can be ascribed genealogically to the radicalism 
that historically engaged artists have expressed along with the 
limits of consensus-oriented assemblies, previously experi-
enced by Macao activists.

  3.	 The notion of the event is often used in social movement (SM) 
studies to refer to demonstrations capable of shaping the future 
of a movement (della Porta, 2008; Sewell, 1996). For a discus-
sion of an eventful logic of mobilization, see Cossu and Murru 
(2015) and a forthcoming English version (Cossu & Murru, 
2017).

  4.	 Similarly, an emphasis on the crafting of an event—rather than 
social media—as crucial for the success of political mobili-
zation has been expressed by Ruth Milkman about Occupy 
(Milkman et al., 2012).

  5.	 The notion of device that I use here refers to Foucault’s (1980) 
understanding of the dispostif (apparatus) as a thoroughly het-
erogeneous ensemble consisting of

discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory deci-
sions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, 
philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions–in short, 
the said as much as the unsaid. Such are the elements of the 
apparatus. The apparatus itself is the system of relations that 
can be established between these elements. (p. 194)

  6.	 Twitter: https://twitter.com/MacaoTwit; YouTube: https://
www.youtube.com/user/wmacao; Tumblr: http://wmacao.tum-
blr.com/

  7.	 The occupation, and in general the mobilization, was created 
and carried out by a group of five within LdA. Following the 
vast participation that Macao generated, LdA merged with 
Macao.

  8.	 https://issuu.com/macaomilano/docs/69300_ore
  9.	 Summer Camp diary, Day 2. http://www.macaomilano.org/

articoli/3190/macao-summer-camp-giorno-due
10.	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N5dfNYVWe6Y
11.	 For more information about this center, which is fundamental 

to the understanding of artistic struggles in Milan, see Isola Art 
Center (2013).

12.	 Such as music editing, masonry, and restoration.
13.	 My translation. Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=njq 

AiP4gX04
14.	 Berardi’s support was actively sought from Macao founders as 

they tried to recruit testimonials who could ensure visibility in 
the upcoming initiative while at the same time circulating an 
intriguing and elusive image.

15.	 Beyond the endorsement of its fundamental theses, Macao has 
also engaged in a shared research program with the leading 
members of Italian post-workerism, as evidenced by numerous 
seminars and research (see on this the Macao magazine, avail-
able at: http://www.macaomilano.org/rivista).

16.	 Macao activist (male and gay) intervention during the 
“Occupare il Conflitto” seminar, May 2013, Macao.

17.	 http://gephi.github.io/
18.	 The names listed and displayed throughout the article have 

been either changed or completely anonymized for privacy 
reasons.

19.	 The weight of an edge that connects each person (represented 
by a node) to the mailing list (small node at the center of the 
graph) is based on the numbers of emails sent.

20.	 The algorithm used to calculate between-ness centrality is 
Brandes (2001).

21.	 I will analyze closely one of these campaigns in the next 
section.

22.	 It must be noted how these processes are key to the production 
of value and constitute a fundamental form of work in our digi-
tal lives (Arvidsson & Peitersen, 2013), and a site of capitalist 
value-extraction (Terranova, 2000).

23.	 A performance might as well integrate elements to make it 
shareable online, as I have hinted in a previous article (Cossu 
& Murru, 2015) considering the dual nature of the political 
events set in motion by Macao, in their being events and media 
events since their inception.

24.	 The normative discourse has been shaped by de facto leader-
ship and molded by the high level of engagement in the first 
year in Macao’s life. However, the recognition of this normative 
discourse from Macao activists themselves allows for it to be 
openly discussed. In particular, substantial collective resources 
have been devoted to avoiding the risk of transforming activism 
into a regular workplace subject to performance evaluation.

25.	 Including different types of capital (social, cultural, symbolic) 
that are partially inherited and partially acquired through 
extensive education.

26.	 Such a dialectic is non-exclusive to the extent that allows an 
individual approach to Macao which results in actively shap-
ing what Macao will become. In other words, as I have expe-
rienced during my research, if an individual or a small group 
engages in Macao with the aim of establishing in it an auton-
omous music label, then Macao will publicly become also a 
space to produce music without necessarily bonding the origi-
nal proponents to commitment.

27.	 “Crossing” is a translation of the Italian word attraversamento, 
“to pass through.” In Macao’s lexicon, the “crossing” is a key 
concept representing their responsibility to leave Macao open 
to be permeated by third subjects as well as the enrichment 
deriving from it.

28.	 A fundamental keyword within Macao, it originates from the 
adoption of a Deleuzian and Spinozian framework.

29.	 In this respect, the cases of Podemos in Spain and Syriza in 
Greece appear to be substantially different.
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