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What is the relationship between vigilantism on gentrification? As state
and private capital actors begin to see urban areas in need of renewal,
they also construct those areas as ‘dangerous’, and their inhabitants as
‘criminals’. This gentrification-security nexus has, however, been
analyzed mostly as a top-down process, in which it is agents endowed
with high levels of political and economic capital that are able to steer
urban renewal policies. This paper focuses on agents that emerge from
‘the grassroots’, and especially on vigilante groups. These groups have
far-right or conservatory ideologies. As such, they enact exclusionary
practices of security that enforce gentrification. I illustrate this with the
case of the City Angels, a group that has contributed to the renewal of
Milan’s main train station. I show how this group combines security
with social work, and at the same time maintains a coercive presence in
the train station. The City Angels patrol, deter, denounce and pacify
the marginalized people that live around the train station, and
ultimately push them out of that area. Vigilantes operate in tandem
with the state by creating an appearance of security in the area that they
are patrolling. Within this stabilized and domesticated landscape, the
state and the real estate developers can operate unhindered. The
increased security raises the value of the city scape. It also eliminates or
neutralizes those who seen as hindrances to gentrification.
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Introduction
This paper interrogates the relationship between vigilantism and gentrification,
contributing to the study of gentrification and its security dimension. Scholars have not been
blind to the ways in which private and public actors label areas as ‘insecure’ before being
gentrified (Smith, 1996: 207 – 13; Künkel, 2016: 2 – 3). Nor have they missed out on the
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ways in which the same actors consider the people evicted out of these areas to be
‘dangerous’ and ‘criminals’ (Udvarhelyi, 2013). Gentrification is a process guided by a strong
incentive to augment the ‘security’ of an urban area (Mireanu, 2018). Conversely, security
mechanisms create ‘safe spaces for capital investment and gentrification’ (Maharawal, 2017:
340).
A good deal of the stories and studies that look at the gentrification–security nexus tend
to place the emphasis on a top–down approach to security, whereby the state and its
institutions design and implement policies that affect the population (Becker and Müller,
2013; Lipsitz, 2016). Security is a set of mechanisms, practices and discourses performed by
actors with high levels of various types of capital and capabilities. Such actors have the agency
to enact security measures because they have the position and capacity to direct resources
and political power towards their ends. These actors are mostly part of the state apparatus,
or they are part of the corporate elite that has access to the political power needed to instigate
security mechanisms (Balzacq, 2011: 25 – 26). Thus, in the gentrification–security nexus, the
surveillance, violence, control and disciplining that accompanies gentrification, emerges
mostly from actors belonging to the political and economic elite (Lipsitz, 2016: 130 – 1).
However, several studies show that this is an incomplete picture. Actors situated outside
the elite can also have agency in the processes of gentrification. Citizen–based initiatives
often lead to increased police presence in some areas, and can even result in evictions (Eick,
2003). Local residents lamenting the insecurity of their neighborhood can opt for
gentrification as a desirable political strategy (Newman, 2013). Conversely, residents can
demand security from the authorities in order to pacify the neighborhood and raise the real
estate value of their homes. Moreover, denunciations (complaints to police) from citizens or
organized groups articulate security demands, signaling desire of cooperation with the
authorities and the repression of marginalized groups (Künkel, 2016; Mireanu, 2019).
In this paper I pay close attention to a specific type of such grassroots actors, namely
vigilantes. In Europe, vigilantism is currently a right-wing, and even far-right phenomenon,
driven by conservative ideologies in which security plays a key role (Mireanu, 2015). By
labeling various residents – Roma people, the homeless, queer people or ‘illegal’ immigrants
– as dangerous, contemporary European vigilante groups are able to perform a set of security
practices (patrolling, surveying, denouncing, harassing and even assaulting). These practices
are parallel to the state and at the same time legitimated by it (Mireanu, 2015: 8 – 10; 16 –
21). However, it would be deceitful to believe that vigilantism is a mere appendage of the
state’s repressive apparatus. Vigilantes typically have an ambiguous and at times tense
relationship with the state, especially since very few democratically elected European
politicians would risk openly endorsing vigilantism. Therefore, such groups have to adopt
various strategies that allow them to perform security practices and at the same time survive
within the legal context of the state (Pratten and Sen, 2008).
Here I show how vigilantism enforces gentrification. I do so by focusing on a group of
vigilantes from Milan, Italy, called the City Angels. This group started its activity in the area
around the main train station of Milan – the so-called Milano Centrale. I show how their
practices of ‘security and solidarity’, as the group’s motto puts it, have contributed to the ‘re-

Mireanu 75

appropriation’ of the Centrale, cleansing it of a cohort of people coded as dangerous and
threatening. This process of securitizing the train station ran in parallel with Milan’s
preparations for the World Exhibition in 2015, a mega event that facilitated considerable
infrastructural investment and urban upscaling.
This research was conducted between 2010 and 2014. Its initial phase was
methodologically based upon proximity, which requires empirical immersion in the
landscape in order to implement social change and emancipation.1 I conducted participant
observation in the Milano Centrale and its surroundings during two field trips, in 2010 and
2011. I also interviewed the leader of the City Angels and a man with a high position in the
group’s hierarchy.2 I also studied Italian mass-media and legal documents issued between
2008 and 2014, in an effort to discursively reconstitute and analyze the relationship between
the train station and the City Angels.
The paper proceeds by introducing the City Angels and its dual motto, ‘solidarity and
security.’ The City Angels practice ‘solidarity’ through social work interventions with
marginalized people in gentrifying areas. However, despite the vigilante group’s insistence
on their social work practices, I argue that security is its main concern and output, and I
outline the ways in which security is a crucial part of the Angels’ activities. Subsequently, I
situate these security practices in the broader category of vigilantism, and I show my reasons
for considering the City Angels to be a vigilante group. I then outline the Italian political
context, and how urban security became a top priority after 2008. Finally, I argue that even
their social work is a way of sanitizing the urban environment so that it appears less
dangerous and more inviting to capital. If the initial ways to achieve urban security in Milan
were mostly militaristic and repressive, after the change of local government, urban security
became neighborhood revitalization, which meant a shift toward gentrification and social
work over direct repressive intervention. After outlining the most important aspects of
gentrification in Milan, I focus on the Centrale train station, and show how securitization by
the City Angels transformed it from an urban space associated with decay to one that
appeared to be a safer, reclaimed hub of transport and commerce. A consideration of their
crucial role in this securitization leads the paper into a final reflection on the relationship
between vigilantism and gentrification. The City Angels illustrate how citizen vigilante groups
contribute to the exclusionary security practices that accompany gentrification.

For clarifications of ‘proximity’, as well as a review on how various researchers have used the concept as a
methodology, see Bueger and Mireanu, 2014.
2 The choice to present only the perspective of the City Angels came because during the time of my research
I was convinced that, generally speaking, actors that were perpetrating oppression were getting much less
academic attention than those that were at the receiving end of that oppression. Moreover, I believe that
radical research that serves militant purposes has inquiry methods that may at times end up enforcing
oppression and exploitation. Such methods facilitate exposure, intrusion, publicity and rendering one
vulnerable. These were precisely the practices that I prefer to direct at those that I consider to be my political
antagonists, while sparing those that I sympathize from one more intrusive academic interrogation. .
1
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1. The City Angels: ‘solidarity and security’
The City Angels is a volunteer group concerned with security. Formed in 1994, it is
currently among the biggest organizations of its kind in Italy, with more than 500 volunteers
in over 18 cities. According to their Wikipedia page, ‘50,8 percent of them are women, 27
percent are immigrants’.3 Mario Furlan is the initiator and the leader of this group, a
charismatic figure who is a journalist, a life coach and also a holder of a black-belt in karate.
The slogan of the group is ‘solidarity and security’, and indeed their activities are best
described as a blend of social interventions and patrolling.
Furlan has been careful to distance his project from any far-right or other political
affiliation, and also to explicitly reject racist or xenophobic stances (Fazzo, 1995).4 In my
interviews with one of its members, the point was also made that the City Angels does not
have any religious affiliation: ‘we don’t have [any] religion, we don’t ask the religion, the
party, the race, we are all the same, we are independent.’5
Furlan’s public statements on ‘the security problem’ have been intransigent. He has
stressed that ‘politics’ should not intervene in this matter (Baldarelli, 2009). In 2010 he even
declared that the City Angels have nothing to do with security, since they focus on social
activities (Polchi, 2010). This apparent departure from security concerns was made in order
to further distance the group from the politicized patrols of the far-right.6 According to
Furlan, the latter, by centering on security, create enemies that become threats. The City
Angels, on the other hand, have a softer approach: ‘Mentre una ronda va in cerca di un nemico noi
andiamo in cerca di persone da aiutare’ (Baldarelli, 2009).7 The Deutsche Welle quoted ‘the seasoned
patroller’ Furlan saying: ‘I’m afraid new groups won’t have our humanitarian spirit. The
classic vigilante is a person who goes on the streets to look for an enemy. We go on the
streets to look for people to help’ (Mitzman, 2009). However, security continued to be an
integral part of the practices of City Angels, and its members insisted that solidarity and
security were complementary for their actions. Security work has been visible in the way in
which this group contributed to the gentrification of Milan’s Centrale train station.
Luigi Agarossi, also known as Koala, is responsible for the City Angels’ Tuesday night
patrols in the Centrale. I interviewed him in the summer of 2010. Koala’s world views were
not what I had expected at the time: commonsensical and compassionate, Koala was far
from being a cold-blooded man with a desire to restore justice in a lewd city. He seemed
quite open minded in many regards, including when talking about the homeless people and
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_Angels
This cautious approach towards being labeled ‘far-right’ is similar to that embraced by other Italian vigilante
groups. See Ivasiuc, 2015: 56.
5 Author’s interview with Luigi Agarossi (‘Koala’), August, 2010, Milan
6 In 2008, the Italian government passed the so-called Maroni Law, which legalized the ronde – already existing
citizens’ patrols that aimed to enhance urban security. Several of these groups had far-right ideologies, and
their practices included violence against Roma settlements. Furlan’s reluctance to admit that the City Angels
are equally concerned with security is therefore explained by his unwillingness to be associated with such acts
of violence. Moreover, the Maroni Law stated that the ronde could not benefit from public funding. Thus,
Furlan’s group could only receive funding if they distanced their practices from those of the ronde, which were
seen as practicing security. See Mireanu, 2015: 180 – 7; 219.
7 ‘While a patrol is in search of an enemy, we are in search of people to help.’
3
4
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undocumented immigrants at the train station. However, his answers shed an interesting
light on the ways in which vigilante patrols fit into the security – gentrification nexus in
Milan.
Koala insisted on the motto of the City Angels: ‘solidarity and security’. According to
him, this combination is essential for the identity of the group, and it also defines its practices.
Rather than doing either ‘security’ or ‘solidarity’, the group combines them, and in his words,
‘this is what makes us unique’. What he meant by this is that the two aspects are separate but
complementary. However, I argue that the group’s social work – the ‘solidarity’ aspect – is
in fact a tool for their security practices.
The security practices of the City Angels

By adopting the logic of security in their practices, the group inevitably attaches itself to
a set of public discourses and positions that other actors articulate. One cannot separate the
City Angels and their security practices from the dominant paradigm of increasing urban
security through dealing with the issue of poverty and deviance. The City Angels explicitly
and intentionally practice security. They do not use weapons. Yet they are able to perform a
specific form of security that is both subtle and effective.
I argue that there are three ways in which they practice security. First, each prospective
member has to undergo a period of three months training. This is what Furlan called ‘a very
rigorous selection’.8 Crucially, it includes a crash course in martial arts, so that the future
Angels would be able to defend themselves. The purpose of the training is to be ready to
face violent situations: ‘We are trained to become City Angels; there is a course lasting three
months with theoretical subjects; then you learn self-defense techniques. We are thus able to
intervene if there are two people fighting, without calling the police – unless there are guns,
then we stay away. Or if there is a woman we are able to protect her. We are able to give
security, people feel comfortable with us’.9 When I pressed him about the self-defense
trainings, Koala admitted that ‘it is Krav-maga – without weapons, just brains and hearts’.
Therefore, the martial arts training develops a readiness for action that goes beyond merely
reporting incidents to the police. The Krav-maga style is a street-fighting technique used by
the Israeli army and bodyguards throughout the world, and which can be particularly rough
and violent.10 The group seemed to be concerned about actively preventing what they saw as
acts of crime, by engaging in violent and risky situations – despite their commitment to nonviolent methods.11
Second, the group wears uniforms. In Koala’s words, ‘We have the blue beret like the
UN, it means peace, we are peaceful and we bring peace. Then the red color of the shirt
means emergency, we are able and ready to help if there are some aggressions.’ The uniforms
Author’s interview with Mario Furlan, December 2010, Milan.
Idem.
10 In my research I have found that Hungarian vigilantes use the same combat style. See Mireanu, 2015: 114.
11 Author: ‘But also if the people do some scandal…’ Koala: ‘then we intervene, yes.’ (Author’s interview with
Luigi Agarossi (‘Koala’), August, 2010, Milan)
8
9
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are the group’s most contested feature. Its members attach great symbolic and practical
significance to it, and it has become the brand of the group: ‘when you wear a uniform then
you are somebody, then you have to let people know what you wanna do. […]. Normally
they are related to ideology, parties, you know. You are a group of extreme left or extreme,
I mean, right party, doing something wrong’.12
Third, the effectiveness of the uniform is given by what the City Angels call ‘visual
deterrence’ (detterenza visiva) (Furlan, 2017). Visual deterrence works through the symbolic
power that the uniform has, and it aids the City Angels in their security work. Ivasiuc (2015:
57) similarly argues that the visual display of uniforms and logos by vigilante groups in Rome
is ‘part of the performance of security’. As Koala explained, ‘Our main activity is what we
call ‘visual deterrence’ – when they see us they refrain from doing something wrong, they
trust us’.13
The idea that the uniform is able to facilitate intervention, and also offer some sort of
legitimacy for those who might contest their authority14, brings the City Angels closer to
vigilantism than its members might admit. Despite the fact that they are unarmed, the
symbolic effect of ‘deterrence’ that they count on from their uniforms means that they hope
to elicit certain reactions, such as fear of authority and constraint. The importance that the
group attaches to the uniform is thus not only a matter of branding. It points to their concern
that they be taken seriously as a group that can secure urban spaces.
2. The City Angels as a moderate vigilante group
Vigilantism is an activity performed by social groups that claim to enhance the security
of their communities. It is a reaction to perceived social deviance. This perception is fueled
by the lack of reaction from institutions of the state that are supposed to legitimately curb
crime, such as the police, the judiciary system, border guards and so on. Vigilante groups
operate on behalf of privileged classes, against groups they perceive as socially deviant
(Oomen, 2004: 161). Vigilantes often perform ‘street cleanings’, targeting homeless people,
sex workers, pan handlers and so on (Scheper-Hughes, 2006: 157). Thus, they attempt to
enforce a strict extrajudicial code of social morality.
In the absence of social support from at least some segments of the population
vigilantism would not be possible. The importance of this support and the participation of
publics in decisions and practices of security has been increasing with the expansion of
neoliberal modes of governance, which emphasize societal self-management and community
empowerment. Security is one of the commodities that social groups increasingly have to
provide for themselves, as the state loosens its grip on services, and privatizes many of its
functions (Eick, 2003). In this way, community security groups, in the form of neighborhood

Author’s interview with Luigi Agarossi (‘Koala’), August, 2010, Milan
Idem.
14 The relationships between the City Angels and other actors – local authorities, the police and the public –
were not always smooth. See Mireanu, 2015: 218 – 223, for a review of these interactions.
12
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watch groups and citizens’ patrols have become encouraged as legitimate responses to the
rolling back of the state.15
However, despite the fact that these groups start out and gain legitimacy through a
discourse that places them in opposition to the ineffective and/or immoral state, they are
nonetheless involved in authoritative performances of security and law enforcement. These
performances render the boundary between vigilantes and the state porous and in a constant
state of renegotiation (Buur and Jensen, 2004: 144).
Groups performing vigilantism often operate in tandem with the state, as perpetrators
of violence that enforce the established order (Rosenbaum and Sederberg, 1974). As Jarman
argues, there is no absolute gap between the state and those who challenge its monopoly on
violence. They are all ‘taking different routes to similar objectives’ (Jarman, 2008: 336).
Members of the City Angels have predominantly shied away from referring to the group
as a vigilante group. Moreover, Furlan has explicitly stated that his group has nothing to do
with the security patrols, the so-called ‘ronde’.16 When the Maroni law legalized these patrols,
Furlan became one of its fiercest critics (Trabucchi, 2008). He repeatedly underlined that the
law is an aberration and that it serves no purpose. The people who intend to form groups
and patrol the streets in search of drug dealers and immigrants are in his opinion ‘fools’
(‘balordi’) (Baldarelli, 2009). In 2008 he claimed that the ronde are not only useless, but also
dangerous (Trabucchi, 2008). In my interview with him, he was thoroughly dismissive of the
Maroni law, and declared that the ronde were useless and that they did not even exist
anymore.17 In the same interview, Furlan added that Maroni is wrong to posit a security
emergency, since the situation has not worsened.
However, I argue that their discourse regarding poverty, their security practices, as well
as their relation to state actors actually bring the City Angels closer to vigilantism than they
may be willing to admit. This is not in order to impose a predetermined label deriving from
my research interests on this group. Certainly, there are considerable discrepancies between
the City Angels and violent far-right groups such as the Lega Nord. Yet, the City Angels share
a number of common characteristics with other vigilante groups. They are a grassroots
organization that performs security. They seek to enhance the security of their community
through patrols, control, deterrence and surveillance. They embrace a conservative narrative,
whereby poverty and homelessness breed crime, violence and disorder. They target homeless
people, immigrants, refugees and other marginalized people. They do this in a quasi-military
manner, by adopting martial elements such as uniforms, training and patrolling. The social
work practices of the City Angels are performed in settings such as the train station, which
the group itself considers to be ‘dangerous’ and in need of securitizing. The group endorses
and reinforces the narrative of the Italian state that poverty and social deviance are
15The

boundary between these forms of security and vigilantism is highly ambiguous and could be perhaps
established along the lines of the readiness for the use of force, which is, as Johnston (1996: 226) argues, one
of the defining features of vigilantism. Nevertheless, what exactly constitutes ‘force’ is highly contingent on
specific situations, and it can be argued that the intimidation effected by civil patrols amounts to a similarly
‘forceful’ agency as that of armed vigilantes.
16 This reluctance to be called ‘ronde’ is common to vigilante groups in Rome as well (Ivasiuc, 2015: 56).
17 Interview with Mario Furlan, December 2010.
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incompatible with a gentrified city. They also reinforce the neoliberal trope of individual
responsibility for poverty and marginalization. In the next section I will show how the
securitizing practices of the City Angels as a vigilante group fit in the political landscape of
Italy and Milan’s security preoccupations.
3. Sicurezza urbana: from military emergency to neighborhood revitalization
Securitization is defined in the literature as a set of practices and processes, discourses
and technologies that interact in tandem in order to tackle a socially constructed threat.
Scholars of security are divided over who can enact security. For some authors that focus on
discourses and speech acts, the agents of securitization are mostly state officials and actors
with high levels of securitizing capital, especially since it is the state that has the monopoly
over the means of repression (Buzan et. al., 1998). Other scholars that have emphasized the
sociological processes through which security practices are enacted point to security
professionals, along with an array of daily routines and technologies that create a landscape
of (in)security (CASE Collective, 2006: 459).18 On the other hand, more and more research
highlights the role of actors with lower levels of securitizing capital, such as NGO’s, the
media, vigilantes and even snitches (denouncers), in setting the security agenda (BarthwalDatta, 2009; Bourbeau, 2014: 192; Mireanu, 2019).
I consider security to be an umbrella term for a set of exclusionary, violent and
oppressive practices. These include surveillance, control, dislocations, harassment and
assault. Security practices are based on fear of the ‘other’ and on the firm belief that this
‘other’ is a threat that needs to be eliminated. In addition to this identity dimension, security
also establishes boundaries based on race, class and place of origin. This said I fully recognize
the potential of security as a concept to capture emancipatory practices, especially when these
are aimed against systems of oppression that induce a constant sense of dread in
communities (CASE Collective, 2006: 448; 455).
In 2008, the right-wing Italian government of Silvio Berlusconi made security one of its
top national priorities. The key measure that it took was to adopt a so-called ‘security
package’ that outlined the main threats and measures to be taken against them (Merlino,
2009: 5). This security package, initiated by the Interior Minister Roberto Maroni, focused
primarily on illegal immigration, petty crimes and civil society protests. Its main concern was
cities. The first section of the package, called ‘sicurezza urbana’ (‘urban security’), consists of
three points: new powers to mayors, more cooperation between local police, the carabinieri
and the army, along with a number of ‘instruments for territorial protection’ (Ministero
dell’Interno, 2009a: 2). The declared aims of the section on urban security are to guarantee
more safety for citizens, and to secure ‘decoro urbano’, urban property.

For a discussion on these two ‘logics’ of security, and how they converge on an elitist vision that focuses
mostly on actors on the top of the political hierarchy, see Bourbeau, 2014: 189 – 192; Mireanu, 2015: 31 – 42.
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These were ‘urgent’ measures which concern public security. The augmentation of local
powers took the form of giving mayors new powers in the domain of security.19 According
to the 2008 security package, the mayors were able to promote ‘urgent regulations’ in the
field of public and urban security. Thus, Italian cities became the main theatres of insecurity
– ‘clandestine’ immigration, nomad camps, homeless people and petty criminals (Merlino,
2009: 6). The Italian government was often complicit in legitimizing xenophobia. Italian
politicians tirelessly claimed that crime rates had soared out of control because of illegal
immigration, and most of all because of the influx of ‘tens of thousands’ Roma people from
Eastern Europe, who were ‘easily travelling to Italy and committing crimes’ (Merlino, 2009:
22). There were several instances of racist remarks coming from members of the
government. In 2009, Roberto Calderoli, at the time the Minister for Legislative
Simplification, sparked outrage as he commented on a row of recent rape cases, which were
allegedly performed by ‘Gypsies from Romania’: ‘In some cases, I don’t believe that
rehabilitation is possible. I think that chemical castration may be insufficient and that surgical
castration is the only option left. Society has to protect itself’ (BBC News, 2009).
This xenophobia was not merely an issue of clashing cultures. It was never just about a
fear of invasion by Easterners; it also had a pronounced class character. Roma immigrants
living in camps were securitized and criminalized not only for being foreign but also for
being poor. Securitization works at the intersection of race and class.
The problem of ‘urban insecurity’ laid out in the Maroni legal package contained
provisions against ‘diffuse criminality’, meaning crimes committed by homeless people, by
people under drug influence, petty crimes and pick pocketing. Moreover, in 2008 the
government proclaimed a decree issuing a state of emergency in three regions, including
Milan’s Lombardia (Merlino, 2009: 10). The decree stated that the emergency came from
‘nomad camps’ peopled by Roma and installed in cities. Due to their ‘extreme precarity’,
these people caused ‘great alarm’ in terms of public order and security.20 Here, poverty is a
danger, an insecurity that demands emergency measures.
These measures included the deployment of the military in urban areas (Merlino, 2009:
7). Since 2008 the Italian state has continuously expanded the deployment of soldiers in
cities. In 2011 there were already 600 soldiers deployed in Milan, in order to protect the train
stations and other dangerous areas. The former defense minister, Ignazio La Russa, had been
a fervent advocate of militarizing Italian cities in order to increase public security. In his view,
street crime is the ‘weak spot’ of Italian big cities (Maccanico, 2012: 11). The army has been
used extensively in Milan for patrolling and surveying risky areas..
With the change of local government in 2011, when left-wing Giuliano Pisapia was
elected mayor, such measures were deemed too drastic. The new administration had a more
nuanced view on urban security: ‘Milan is not Beirut, and it does not need [members of the]
For the ‘conflict of powers between the state and municipalities’ in terms of urban security, see a discussion
in Recasens et. al., 2013: 371.
20 The text of the decree, in Italian, can be found here: http://www.regioni.it/news/2008/05/27/decreto-21maggio-2008-dichiarazione-dello-stato-di-emergenza-in-relazione-agli-insediamenti-di-comunita-nomadi-nelterritorio-delle-regioni-campania-lazio-e-lombardia-gu-n-122-del-26-5-2008-14395/
19
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military in the streets. You obtain security in the city through prevention, by revitalizing its
neighborhoods, not through repression.’21 The implications of this for the discourse on
urban security are twofold. On the one hand, the local government shifts the focus from
brute force and emergency measures to social work and assistance, as illustrated in the
activities of the City Angels. On the other hand, ‘revitalizing its neighborhoods’ is a direct
reference to the need to gentrify the city’s insecure areas, such as the main train station.
Before I show how the Milano Centrale was discursively constructed as an (in)secure space,
I will outline some general aspects of gentrification in Milan.
4. Gentrification in Milan
Gentrification and security go hand in hand: the drive for uplifting and modernizing the
city leads not only to the marginalization and exclusion of low-income groups, but also to
their relegation to the category of threats. Securitization is performed through increased
surveillance, policing and even through forms of architecture that are meant to deter certain
categories of people from entering exclusive areas of the built environment (Davis, 1990).
Cities are not only arenas of financial and trade flows, but also ‘central agents in the
many forms of violence brought about by capitalist imperialism’ (Graham, 2010: 11). Urban
space becomes securitized as an effect of its vulnerability and need of special protection; on
the other hand, security itself becomes urbanized, insofar as the agenda of possible threats
and their solutions is increasingly connected to urban spaces (Coward, 2009).
Gentrification in Milan started in the 1980s, with the ‘discovery’ of the Ticinese district
by groups of artists and left-wing activists (Smagacz, 2008: 119). As abandoned buildings
were being re-occupied and renovated, cultural activities began to flourish around them.
Soon, pubs, restaurants, art galleries and libraries appeared, attracting crowds of young
people that had little in common with the original local residents of these districts. Thus, real
estate companies snatched the opportunity, and started acquiring cheap property that could
be resold for higher prices. The gentrification of Milan progressed with the expansion of
middle class and business people into former working class districts (Smagacz, 2008: 104).
The rents exploded, and the local residents were slowly forced out or replaced by those with
higher social status.
By the end of the 2000s, the target areas for gentrification – now dubbed ‘urban
development’ – were Milan’s large defunct industrial sites. Under the pretext of creating more
‘green areas’ and bicycle-friendly spaces, companies like Hines Italia planned over ‘150 urban
redevelopment projects either at the design stage or in construction’, with estimated budgets
of ‘€15 billion to €20 billion, or $20.2 billion to $27 billion’ (Galbraith, 2007). These projects
have ‘turned Milan into the largest construction site in Europe’, but have also provided
‘above all, an opportunity for investors’ (Galbraith, 2007). Of course, these industrial areas
were not empty, but were often hosting homeless people and social centers, which were soon
evicted.
21
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The main driver of gentrification in Milan during the early 2010’s was the World
Exhibition of 2015. It gravitated around a green theme and had a truly ironic name: ‘Feeding
the Planet, Energy for Life’. The exhibition occupied 110 hectares of Milan’s urban space
(out of which 20000 square meters were for ‘service and security areas’) and aimed at the
‘recreation in Milan of a hitherto unseen landscape of monumental lightness and natural
beauty’ (TEG Tema, 2012: 21).
The ‘Expo’ came about in a climate of exceptionality. Its main government-nominated
coordinator was the incumbent (at the time of writing) mayor of Milan, Giuseppe Sala, who
managed to bypass a number of existing environmental and labor laws. In 2016 he came
under investigation for corruption regarding the ‘Expo’ (Danna, 2017: 907 – 8). The World
Exhibition in Milan was a mega-event that reproduced the ‘capitalist geoculture’ of
plundering public resources by private actors (Danna, 2017: 916). Several groups and actors
bounded together in a so-called ‘No-expo network’ in order to resist the disastrous effects
of this mega-event on the local population. The gentrification of Milan’s neighborhoods was
one of the main concerns; the No-expo movement pointed out the reshaping of Milan as a
space of cultural production and consumption, where leisure and tourism become priorities
for the local administration (Bertuzzi, 2017: 118 – 9).
In the following section, I will highlight one aspect of gentrification: the aesthetic of
cleanliness and order. The derelict buildings of the ‘bad’ neighborhoods and slums are
hotbeds of dirt, diseases and decadence. Crime and the decline of the built environment go
hand in hand, in an apocalyptic imaginary of underground madness (Macek, 2006). This
converges in the images of the homeless, the drug-addict and the ‘immigrant’. The homeless
evoke a mixture of fear, loathing and pity. They are associated with laziness, alcoholism, petty
theft and dumpster scavenging. In Milan the area around the main train station was a space
that evoked such images. My respondent from the City Angels repeatedly referred to the
homeless people living around the train station as being at the same time dangerous, and in
need of their help. This help entailed, in the long run, their exclusion from the securitized
space of the Centrale.
5. The Milano Centrale: from ‘terra di nessuno’ to ‘space reclaimed’
In this section I will briefly analyze the mainstream discourse that articulated the Milano
Centrale as an insecure urban landscape between 2008 and 2014. Despite bearing a name
that denotes centrality, this train station was perceived as a marginal space that had to be
rescued and re-positioned within the city through active policies and practices. The media’s
preferred metaphor for this train station used to be ‘terra di nessuno’ – ‘no man’s land’ (De
Riccardis, 2009; Galli, 2012).22 The train station was a space of abandonment and deviance.

22 Ana Ivasiuc found the exact same trope in the discourse surrounding the urban decay in areas of
Rome where vigilante groups operate (Ivasiuc, 2015: 61).
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In 2009, La Reppublica called it ‘Il supermarket della droga’ (De Riccardis, 2009)23, and Loreto
Today referred to the Centrale as ‘il simbolo del degrado di Milano’ (Piglia, 2009).24
The metaphor of ‘terra di nessuno’ is a spatial metaphor. It points to the position that the
Centrale has within the city of Milan: one of marginality, deviance and danger. However, it is
also a metaphor that points to a sense of loss and abandonment. The station belongs to
‘nobody’, in that it has been abandoned by the authorities, and it has been lost for the city.
This is a representation that borders anarchy and chaos. Since the station is ‘terra di nessuno’,
it means that nobody is in charge of it, and that nobody intervenes when dangerous situations
occur.
This metaphor engenders and legitimates a discursive need for re-appropriation. The
local population ‘laments’ the loss of control and demands the restoration of security (Galli,
2012). In 2009, Loreto Milano published a statement from a Milanese local, who complained
that the central train station is dangerous (Piglia, 2009). In the same year, an increase in police
personnel in the station’s area was articulated as a response to demands for security coming
from the local residents (Comune di Milano, 2009). The ‘degradation’ of the station is blamed
on the Roma people and on alcohol abusers (Arsuffi, 2014). Most importantly, negative
representations of the station generate a climate where women, children and families are
unsafe. As Ivasiuc (2015: 60) illustrates, urban decay overlaps with insecurity.
Reclaiming and re-appropriating the Centrale is thus a matter of increasing security.
Gaining back control means first and foremost guaranteeing a safe environment for the
locals, against the people belonging to the deviant and degraded categories with which the
station is associated. Hence, security becomes the main project, the most important way to
transform the Centrale from a ‘terra di nessuno’ to an area fully integrated in the city of Milan.
Security is what makes the station ‘central’ again.
The renewal of the train station started in 2008, and it had from the outset a strong
security dimension. Defense minister La Russa himself greeted the first soldiers who arrived
in the Centrale and its surroundings in August 2008 (Affaritaliani.it, 2008).25 The
modernisation of the Centrale went hand in hand with an increase in its security capabilities.
In 2009, there were seventy CCTV surveillance cameras, twelve ‘SOS columns’, where the
police could be called in case of danger, and four cameras in the pedestrian passages of the
station. The presence of police forces in the station had also been intensified (Piglia, 2009).
Alongside these security forces and devices, the presence and work of the ‘security
volunteers’ (volontari della sicurezza) became more visible in 2009. In May that year, the vice
mayor Riccardo de Corato announced that the City Angels and other such groups had been
involved in almost 1000 interventions in ‘risk areas’, among which a third were in the area
around the train station. The work of these volunteers had been praised by de Corato for
‘preventing and countering the situation of decay’ that was present in such ‘risk areas’
‘the supermarket of drugs’
‘the symbol of Milan’s decay’
25 For an account of the deployment of the army to securitize the streets of Milan, as well as the ensuing
political battles that emerged thereafter, see Mireanu, 2015: 176 – 180.
23
24
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(Comune di Milano, 2009). De Corato also flaunted the palpable results of this increase in
security measures, claiming that there were no more cases of pickpocketing (Piglia, 2009).
According to De Corato, these security measures were precisely what the station needed
to break out of its stigmatized image. Through surveillance technology, state security, and
vigilante security, the station has been reincorporated into the gentrified city and given a new
meaning. It has been re-appropriated and restored to the citizens, who can now use it calmly
and safely, without fearing the deviant elements that were populating the premises prior to
this operation.
During my visits to the train station in 2010 I observed the following security forces:
national police, local (municipal) police, the railway police (‘Polizia Ferroviara’), the
Gendarmerie, the military police, and vigilante groups – among which were the City Angels.
All these agencies had troops stationed inside and all around the premises of Milano Centrale.
Moreover, all of these agencies had their own uniforms and symbols of authority, and seemed
to have well defined areas of authority and expertise. When I asked the members of the City
Angels how they are interacting with the other security forces, they assured me that each
agency knows its place, and nobody is stepping on anybody’s toes.26 These forces are indeed
ubiquitous. The railway police patrol the spaces between the train lines and the platforms;
the military police and the gendarmerie guard the entrances of the station; the national police
patrol the main premises, and the local police alongside the vigilantes have the adjacent areas
in the vicinity of the station.
Apart from this, the entire area of the Centrale was heavily equipped with surveillance
cameras. At the time of my research, there had been 180 devices, and the plan was to increase
their number to almost 300. These publicly-funded cameras were said to be in ‘synergy with
the private ones [that belong to] banks and commercial facilities’ (Corriere della Sera, 2010).
Parallel to this, in 2009, the municipality developed a lighting project, whereby the
station and its surroundings were equipped with lighting devices. The rationale was that
darkness and crime go hand in hand. The local responsible at that time for public works and
infrastructure, Bruno Simini, declared that ‘light is a precious ally in our fight for security’
(Milano Today, 2009). Light contributes to making the Centrale and the surrounding areas
safer by facilitating surveillance and control. Symbolically, it also extends the reach of the
authorities over this former ‘terra di nessuno’, because light eliminates the subterranean
darkness in which deviance and crime flourish.
Another facet of the renewal through security that the Centrale underwent was dealing
with the former ‘inhabitants’ of the station. These are the people that had to be pushed away
from this public space in order for it to be reclaimed and rescued: homeless, immigrants,
drug users, sex workers and others who could be seen as a nuisance. Those who had criminal
offences were arrested or sent to prisons. The municipality also destroyed all the improvised
shelters that were built by homeless people and immigrants in front of the station. When I
revisited the site in late 2012, the main piazza in front of the Centrale was a giant construction
site, with no trace of its former inhabitants. Earlier that year, the mezzanine of the train
26Author’s

interview with Mario Furlan, the head of the City Angels, December 2010.
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station had been transformed into a shelter for homeless people. This was the result of a
collaboration between the police, the local transport company, and several civilian groups,
including the City Angels. The local government’s coordinator for security and social
cohesion at the time was Marco Granelli. In his opinion, the new shelter improved the
security of the area, while contributing to solving the problem of homelessness around the
station (Fare Milano, 2012).
During my research, the Angels regularly organized a soup-kitchen for the many
homeless people who still managed to live around the station. Koala devoted a considerable
amount of time to discussing the issue of homeless people during the interview that we had.
He confessed that they can be dangerous: ‘Sometimes even the police don’t intervene
because it’s too dangerous, they can have a knife, or break a bottle of beer. Or they use the
blade, in the mouth, it’s incredible. Not all of them are friends. Sometimes you can’t
[anticipate] the reaction…why, because they belong to a different culture. There are homeless
people that don’t want to live off the streets, they refuse any kind of rules, they refuse the
shelters, because they prefer…they are happy…you can’t do anything, you try to convince,
but they don’t want to. Almost every year somebody dies in the winter. You feel bad. Many
of them, they did have a choice. Some are drug or alcohol addicts. The worst drug is alcohol.’
‘Now in the Centrale you see a lot of police, they try to clear the environment from homeless
people. […] In the past here in Centrale there were many here, now they moved. It is a bad
image’.27
The result of the securitization of the Centrale is that the space has been reclaimed: locals
and tourists can finally transit and live safely in this area, protected from anybody who might
ruin the orderly image of the site, or who might cause nuisance or fear. The space of the
station has been rescued and is no longer marginal and abandoned. In 2014, the Milano
Centrale entered a phase of restoration. Through a public–private partnership, the building
and the adjacent area were included in a 50 million euro gentrification project (D’Amico,
2014).
6. Practicing security: the City Angels in the Milano Centrale
The presence of security volunteers who patrol the area, such as the City Angels, is a
crucial element in the renewal of the Milano Centrale. As I mentioned, this renewal went hand
in hand with increased citizens’ patrols meant to generate a sense of safety and deter crime
in the area. The City Angels are the biggest and most important group of volunteers in the
Centrale. They have been regarded as the main group of citizens who contributed to the
renewed securitization of the Centrale. They have been a crucial element of the
reappropriation of the station for the city and the ‘locals’. The Angels’ activities in the train
station area had been praised as early as 1995 (Fazzo, 1995). The group won numerous
awards from the municipality of Milan for their work in and around the train station.

27

Author’s interview with Luigi Agarossi (‘Koala’), August, 2010, Milan
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For the group, social work is one of the tools for practicing security. On the one hand,
the City Angels perform social work such as feeding the homeless and offering the people
around the train station assistance; on the other hand, they do this with a clear goal of
increasing the security of the train station’s perimeter. For example, as early as in 1995, Furlan
articulated a link between poverty and violence, claiming that there is a need for a firm
approach to his social work. Social work must be combined with ‘a determined attitude in
the face of criminality’ because of cases in which the inhabitants of the train station turned
violent or aggressive. (Fazzo, 1995)
In 2009, Furlan described the ‘two types of crime’ that his group is fighting against, in
the area of the Centrale. On the one hand, there are the ‘cold’ crimes such as pickpocketing
and petty theft, and on the other hand, there are ‘hot’ crimes that relate to damage and
harassment. Furlan claimed that the latter crimes are mostly performed by ‘drunk homeless
people’ (Piglia, 2009). The City Angels patrol the Milano Centrale regularly, with an eye out
for anything and anyone that might disturb the peace and security of the train station and its
surroundings.28 Their readiness to intervene in conflict situations is doubled by their training
in martial arts and self defense, which are compulsory skills for all members (Zeni, 2016).
The City Angels are intimately connected to the Milano Centrale. The group started its
existence here, and for many years it had been their nucleus. Their interest in the Centrale is
closely associated with the urgency brought by the trope of ‘terra di nessuno’. The City Angels
have often this discourse, and reinforced the idea that the station is a place that needed to be
surveyed, made secure and saved for the citizens from the plethora of ‘deviant’ individuals
residing in the area. In 1997 Furlan painted a grim image of the train station, similar to the
one of decadence depicted by other journalists.29 Twelve years later, he declared that despite
the improvements in security standards, the Centrale area remained a hotspot of crime (Piglia,
2009). The City Angels were as convinced as the authorities that the area was problematic
and in continuous need of intervention.
Yet such interventions could not enforce the further militarization of the Centrale as
advocated by La Russa. For the sake of maintaining a civilized image, the train station had
to be securitized through gentrification. In this way, the Angels’ social work with the
homeless and the immigrants fit in perfectly with the local administration’s plans to
‘revitalize’ the area through a lighter approach, one that would also serve the interests of
businesses, the tourism industry, and real estate developers.

During my initial interview with Luigi Agarossi, I was invited to join him on one of these night patrols
around the train station. Unfortunately for the ethnographical depth of this research, I declined, due to my
ethical concerns regarding the participation in what I deemed to be an oppressive security practice.
29 ‘The contact is one of the most difficult moments. We must put on latex gloves and be careful with the
syringes. This is our nightmare: AIDS is galloping here. But you have to expect even violent reactions. They
can be armed with a knife or razor blade. The Nigerians hide them in the mouth, under the tongue. They pull
it off in an instant, and they cut your face in two.’ Mario Furlan quoted in Anfossi, 1998.
28
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7. The relationship between vigilantism and gentrification
Vigilantism and its security practices pave the way and ensure the right circumstances
for urban revitalization processes in areas initially deemed dangerous and abandoned. The
Italian government did not promote the security package of 2008 explicitly for gentrification.
However, the problems that it raised and the elements that it securitized were predominantly
issues of urban (in)security. The nomad camps that were the main problem of the proclaimed
state of emergency were seen as dangerous spots in Italian cities. In Milan, especially in the
wake of the change in perspective in 2011 from a martial approach to a softer one focused
on ‘social work’, gentrification became the way to tackle these dangerous spots. The local
authorities evicted the camps, and in ‘unsafe’ areas such as the Centrale train station initiated
costly processes of urban redevelopment. The culprits were those people whose lack of
privilege situated them at the intersection of race and class exclusions. These people were
seen as dangerous, and at the same time as being in need of help. Thus the solution was both
security and solidarity – the two concepts that guide the City Angels.
The City Angels contributed to the feeling of security around the train station. The
practices of the group reversed the image of the station as being ‘terra di nessuno’. In part due
to its patrolling, the discourse around the Centrale shifted to one of regaining control and
authority over urban space.30 Vigilantes operate in tandem with the state by creating an
appearance of security in the area that they are patrolling. Within this stabilized and
domesticated landscape, the state and the real estate developers can operate unhindered. The
increased security raises the value of the cityscape. It eliminates or neutralizes the social
categories that are seen as hindrances to gentrification. As Ivasiuc (2015) shows, dirt and
decay are seen as threats to the security of the urban landscape. The City Angels perform
social work not only in tandem with security, but as a tool for security. Social work is a way
of ‘cleaning’ the environment around the train station, so that it becomes less dangerous and
more inviting to capital, whether this comes from tourists or real estate developers.
Conclusion
In contemporary Europe, vigilante groups are almost unanimously associated with farright politics. Such groups use the trope of security to gain political and symbolic capital
from the population, by peddling latent racism, xenophobia and class hatred. Vigilantes claim
to provide ‘security’ to communities that are allegedly ‘under assault’ by Roma people,
homeless and refugees. As such, vigilantes engage in various violent practices, which range
from mere patrols and checks, as done by Milan’s City Angels, to outright beatings and
killings. Such groups also play a key role in the rampant gentrification that is underway in
most European cities. They act in tandem with the state’s repressive apparatuses and with
private real-estate entrepreneurs in order to clear and pacify urban areas and pave the way
for development.

I am not suggesting that the City Angels were the main actors behind this shift of discourse and the
gentrification of the train station.

30
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Due to this dynamic, vigilante groups are an obstacle to housing struggles. As allies of
gentrification, these groups are the political opponents of activists that fight against evictions
and segregation. Moreover, as allies of the police, vigilante groups oppose activists fighting
against the criminalization of the poor and against racist policing. The aim of this paper is to
broaden the understanding of contemporary practices of urban repression. Repression does
not come merely from the state or from private capital. It can also come from ‘concerned
citizens’ who decide to ‘take matters in their own hands’. Because vigilantes often operate in
the midst of our communities, the practices of vigilante groups require specific strategies for
resistance.
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