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Abstract

The ‘smart city’ concept has developed throughout the last two decades as a
contemporary solution to rising global issues and as a continuously advancing blueprint for a
better future. A ‘smart city’ is set to deal with growing issues such as increasing urbanization,
centralization, and urban infrastructural challenges in an era of a rising climate crisis. The
term ‘smart city’ thus proposes green and sustainable solutions, reduced energy
consumption, economic efficiency, enhanced mobilization, and improved technological
infrastructures for a more efficient and easy life for the modern, smart citizen. This
literature-based analysis explores the relationship between smart and sustainable in a
critical account. Based on data from secondary sources, this thesis illustrates the ways in
which Milan is transitioning into a smart city. This process is discussed as a double-bind, a
contradiction between economic growth and environmental sustainability. By taking a step
back and looking at the world as an accelerated and globalized space, this thesis investigates
the effects of urban regeneration. The concept of the ‘smart city’ is constructed and exists
alongside processes of neoliberal policies within a technocratic landscape. Looking at the
effects of these processes, this thesis investigates the meaning of ‘liveability’ and ‘quality of
life’ within the smart city of Milan.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Smart cities are on the rise, an urban trend that promises a better life and greener
grass. Or at least smarter. Appearing as an ideal utopian society, smart cities are embedded
with visions of a better future. A technologically driven urban space that ensures efficient
and sustainable solutions, as well as innovative economic measures for fast growth. The
smart city has been developing into a global phenomenon since its first mention at the end of
the last century, through continuously growing and advancing research (Ingwersen &
Serrano-Loépez, 2018). The smart city has become a modern symbol of urban development
into a more sustainable, efficient, and better lifestyle. The term has materialized in different
ways throughout the world and is applied to both the retrofitting of existing cities as well as
to new cities built from scratch. Smartness has become a value that symbolizes an efficient
and easy lifestyle for the modern woman and man.

As a young woman entering the world, I am trying to establish myself as an
individual at the same time as I am finding my place in a globalized society. Some big
questions are being asked in the transition into an independent and autonomous individual.
After working on what kind of person I wish to be, the questions remaining are dealing with
what the dream job could be, a perfect living situation, enough money for freedom and
travel, and my most desired lifestyle. For the people that are actually lucky enough to be able
to answer these questions, they might seem like too much. Many people find themselves
overwhelmed by the freedom of their choices and settle on a way unable to deal with the
world at large. Others will gladly accept the world as their own, working and living life in
whichever direction it may take. In the middle of the chaotic road of choosing which way to
go with one’s life, how can we remember to take into account the state of the world around
us as well as the world we leave for future generations? How can we be sustainable in this
modern, globalized, and fast-moving world?

The current state of the world has been identified as the era of the Anthropocene.
Feeling and seeing the consequences of the human touch for the first time in the history of
the world. It has rightfully received the status as an ‘overheated’ planet, where speed and
growth are the keywords (Eriksen, 2016). Leaving us in a double-bind in the contradiction
between economic growth and environmental sustainability.

The world is rapidly changing at an unprecedented rate. Never before have this many
people been living on this globe, connected in new ways both physically and digitally. It
seems like the world is at our feet with every corner open for exploration. We can explore the
other side of the world with just a keystroke. Fast access gets us what we want and money
can suddenly appear from our credit accounts and into real life. Or so we think. Through the
evolution of the smartphone, our window into the rest of the world has grown exponentially,
at the same time as this window is constantly taking on different shapes and sizes. In other

words, our view changes drastically from where we stand. The smartphone has become the



glue that holds society together as well as the essence of what separates us (Ertksen, 2021).
Which reality are we truly seeing? Social media has become ‘somewhere we live’ (Miller et
al., 2021). We are constantly reminded of what is out there, looking at what other people are
doing, and comparing our lives with a new set of values. How is this shaping the way we
imagine what a good life is? How is the border between our imagination of a good life and
reality being stretched? And more importantly, is it possible to lead a sustainable lifestyle
within this new reality between life as we know it and the life we desire?

The smart city is the perfect site for exploring these questions. A conglomeration of
the past, visions of the future, mixed together with people, cultures, relations, religions,
lifestyle, time, and space altogether in one giant sphere. The smart city is the meeting point
between the past and the future in the way that it presents itself as a solution. For the
regeneration and improvement of urban life, the smart city has presented itself as a
blueprint for a better future and an urban living lab for change. Putting the smart city under
a lense makes complex and interdependent structures and relations visible, as a web of
knowledge. As smart cities continue to materialize throughout the world, there is a growing

need to ask critical questions about their outcome in modern society.

Research question

Since the concept of the smart city began its life in the early 1990s, academics and
researchers have shown a great interest in its technical qualifications and challenges. The
concept of the smart city was initially explored by measuring the success of the newly
introduced technological and digital solutions to urban development. The main focus has
been on the smart city’s use of ITCs, Information and Communications Technology. The
highlight of what has been written about smart cities, either in academic articles or in the
general media, has been on the use of new and advanced technology, rather than on people
and society. As the idea of developing smart cities has grown throughout the world and got a
foothold in many governments, so has the academic interest grown into looking beyond its
first technological premisses. There is therefore a dire need for long-term and qualitative
data that can put the focus back on the people living in the smart city.

The smart part of urban development can be divided into 6 characteristics: smart -
economy, people, governance, mobility, environment and living (Vanolo, 2014, p. 887).
Most of all, smart has become a promise of securing the future of the world through
sustainable measures and dealing with the climate crisis in new and better ways. The concept
of smart has from a single word become a complex set of values interconnected in different
ways throughout the world. For this thesis, my research question is as follows:

how is sustainability aligned with smart in the current globalized, neoliberal, and

technocratic landscape?



To clarify my approach to sustainability, I am basing my definition on the same way
UNESCO, The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, is.
Sustainability is “a paradigm for thinking about the future in which environmental,
societal, and economic considerations are balanced in the pursuit of an improved quality of
life” (UNESCO, 2019). From this definition, I wish to use sustainability as a concept to
discuss some of the most important issues surrounding the smart city. Such as urban
development as climate oriented and environmentally friendly, political policies as
democratic and not as a top-down approach, economic structures to enhance equity and
remove class-blindness, and most importantly a sustainable approach to citizen
implementation and development of the social processes within the smart city.

I have chosen to narrow my field of research to the city of Milan, Italy. A country with
a long history of development, growth, and great pride in the label ‘Made in Italy’.

Many defining processes that have led to the political and financial landscape of today have
originated in and around Milan, which makes the meeting point with contemporary global
influences particularly interesting. Milan is currently repositioning itself as a cosmopolitan
and modern city, by undertaking the label as smart. As we will see, the complex nature of
transitioning into a smart city affects all aspects of the Milanese lifestyle. For that reason, I
have chosen to take a rather open approach with my research question and to look at the
Milanese society as an organism where every part is changing and interdependent.

The research question includes some of the main aspects of what constitutes modern
life in a smart city. I have included the aspect of the city as a globalized site because at the
current state of time there is no way to escape the fact that we are so connected to the rest of
the world, in every way. The comprehensive significance of a globalized world is upon us, as
we have all been painfully aware of during the past two years of a pandemic. I have included
neoliberalism as a crucial factor in the construction of the smart city, not just as a financial
policy, but as a value that now affects so many parts of our lives. Finally, I have included
technocracy for the importance of directing an anthropological gaze upon the power
structures of our society. For this ‘holy trinity’ of influential concepts within the modern
world, the main focus of them all is put on sustainability. This will be the red thread
throughout this thesis and pose as the most critical reason, action, and outcome in the

construction of smart cities.

Theory and methodology

This thesis is based on research and ethnographic data from secondary sources.
Theoretically, I have gathered data and research about smart cities and Milan from a number
of different articles dealing with different aspects and challenges concerning the subject. By
searching through a myriad of research on the development of smart cities, urban planning,

the rise of technocracy, sustainability, and ethnographic research from a global perspective, I



am attempting to patch this together in a clear and distinguished way to pose the right
questions and provide some answers on the subject. Methodologically, I have experienced
Milan through small fragments of time and places. I have visited the city a few times over the
years, if only for a few days at a time. This has led me to be able to have my own sense of the
city. I do feel more justified writing this thesis from a country far away having actually been
there myself. This diminished the risk of putting the city on some sort of pedestal made from
the words of others. I have included the accounts from three informants living in and around
Milan, to illustrate the Milanese way of life, and to provide some sentiments from a locals'
point of view.

In order to produce a thesis that would deal with a contemporary relevant societal
issue and that could actually contribute to and bring the conversation on smart cities
forward, I have landed on a theoretically dispersed base that includes discussions on several
important aspects. The theoretical basis of this thesis is built on interdisciplinary research
that crosses several theoretical directions in its formulation of the smart city. The main
disciplines being used are social anthropology, economic and political anthropology,
sociology, geography, political science, and just a hint of philosophy. If I were to write this
thesis again, I would include a more in-depth philosophical account of the meeting point
between the ideas of what constitutes a good life and the modern-day world through its
accelerated praxes. I would also provide a more extensive account based on anthropological
and qualitative data, as that has been one of the main challenges for this thesis. There are not
many anthropological accounts from smart cities, and close to none from Milan that has
been relevant for this thesis. For that reason, I decided to include some accounts based on
local and international newspapers as they could provide an alternative angle to the urban
development of smart cities and the people who live there.

For me, the most important underlying approach to discuss any relevance to smart
city developments is the one on sustainability. There exists no doubt for me that
sustainability should be the main focus for any kind of development in the world as we are
entering a one-way street. The theories used to describe the development of cities becoming
smarter should reflect that. As well as critically asking whether such a transformation really
is sustainable, in the way that it supports the balance of environmental, societal, and
economic considerations into the future.

Another theoretical aspect that should be taken into consideration is that of inclusion
and exclusion, based on nationality, class, education, or financial status. If the use of the
word sustainability does not apply to all, it is not equitable, and thus cannot provide a
sustainable balance. This thesis attempts to build its theoretical basis upon equitable notions

of inclusion, in its formulation of sustainability.



Positionality

Italy is starting to feel like a second home for me, as I live in Norway with my Italian
boyfriend, Massimiliano. I have visited the country numerous times alone and with him,
experiencing fragments of an Italian lifestyle. Living with an Italian is like constantly doing
fieldwork and feeling the cultural differences on the skin. This personal experience has
opened up my mind and forced me to take a step back viewing the world more objectively. It
has also led me to learn Italian so that I could better speak to the informants that
Massimiliano introduced me to. Even though I did not get to perform long-term fieldwork
and experience the joy and challenges of being deep in the field myself, I have been able to
extract small fragments from my own short experiences and from the accounts of my
informants.

I intended on doing long-term fieldwork in Milan for 6 months, but because of the
current global circumstances of Covid-19, it became impossible, and I was forced to rethink
the scope of my project. I am deeply disappointed that I was not able to perform
ethnographic fieldwork that could potentially contribute to more relevant research on the
actual consequences and effects of smart urban development. In the current state of the
world, I was forced to decide between fulfilling my desire to finally being able to perform my
very own fieldwork, feeling the field on my skin, and gathering data for my own reflections,
and the state of my health. I spent a long time questioning my decision to put my health first,
imagining inserting myself into a society that suffered a great deal more from the effects of
the deadly virus than my own did.

As my chosen site of fieldwork, Milan, became heavily restricted by curfew and
limiting movement throughout the city, any attempt on doing fieldwork seemed more likely
to end up as mainly sensorial fieldwork. Thus lacking the voices and reflections of the
inhabitants throughout the city that a critical account of smart urbanization so desperately
needs. For these reasons this thesis is a critical account of the already existing literature on
smart cities, woven into accumulated research on different parts of the Milanese society, and
will not focus on how the health crisis of Covid-19 hit the Italian nation nor its aftereffects.
Although there are many interesting as well as needed research projects that could take place
as a truly life-changing situation ravage through the world, I am excited to see the
development of the field and hopeful that anthropologists will continue to contribute to and
change the course of grand projects such as smart cities. This thesis has not achieved its
original wish of contributing to the smart city discourse with a qualitative account based on
the long-term fieldwork that it needs. But, this thesis studies the fragments that together
constitute the smart city, from tangible circumstances in the local to intangible and

globalized structures that constitute the modern-day world we live in.



Overview

This thesis is divided into 5 chapters. In the first chapter, I have introduced the scope
of this thesis as well as some important terms and discourses to take on. For the next part, I
will define the concept of the smart city, as well as looking at an overview of the existing
knowledge on smart cities. How has the academic field changed over the past two decades of
smart city discussions? Continuing to the chosen field of the thesis, I will be presenting both
the historical and current political and financial status of Milan. This part will include some
of my own experiences in the city as well as responses from my informants. The third part
deals with the relationship between cities and sustainability and explores the aspect of the
double-bind, the contradiction between economic growth and environmental sustainability.
I explore urban sustainability in terms of social cohesion, liveability in Milan, and how urban
walkability affects both physical and mental health, and inclusion of age. Chapter four
investigates smartness as a neoliberal value and the creation of the ‘smart citizen’. As an
outcome of globalized technocracy, the concept of the smart city can be put in the power
balance between techno-feudalists and the local government. The fifth and final chapter

offers some concluding remarks.



2, THE SMART CITY

“...smart cities as places where information technology is combined with infrastructure,
architecture, everyday objects, and even our bodies to address social, economic, and

environmental problems” — (Townsend, 2013, p. 15).

I stumbled upon the phenomenon of the “smart city” through working on my
bachelor thesis. As I was free to choose any topic of interest, it became important for me to
choose a topic that had an impact on the modern world, particularly on the climate crisis and
the direction of global sustainable development. Going through a vast amount of topics and
academic articles, I came across some rather new projects called smart cities. Reading more
about this, it struck me how powerful and enticing the vocabulary of these projects were,
presenting realizable urban utopias with highly advanced technological infrastructure as a
modern dream come through. Some of these new cities coined as smart cities have been
described as; sustainable city, intelligent city, ubiquitous city, green city, cosmopolitan city,
or knowledge city, depending on the meaning of the word ‘smart’ (Ingwersen & Serrano-
Lépez, 2018). Intelligent, wise, and wittily translating as different synonyms of the word
‘smart’, in the case of urban planning, ‘smart’ seems to have become an umbrella term
without any clear definition.

The definition from the European Commission can provide a good example,
explaining the concept of smart cities as “cities using technological solutions to improuve the
management and efficiency of the urban environment” (EC, 2021). The general image of
what a smart city is like has been described in projects and different media as modern,
efficient, master-planned, ecosystem, dynamic, vibrant, and clean. All of which are positive
connotations. The discourse was clear: there is nowhere better to live than in a smart city.

Through deeper research for my bachelor thesis on smart cities, I discovered the
particular case of such a city built from scratch, namely Songdo in South Korea. The
interesting aspect of this particular smart city is the grandiose project of building the city
from scratch, designed as an international and financial hub not far from the airport of
Seoul, South Korea’s capital, planned and developed as the largest private real estate venture
in history as a shared cooperation by South Korean Posco Engineering & Construction and
American developmental firm Gale International (Kshetri, Alcantara, Park, 2014). One
could almost imagine a city that never sleeps and is open for whatever need you might have
at any time, getting in your car to work and taking the highroad (read: flying) to avoid even
the need for asphalt. Of course, in a city as “smart” as this, there would be no traffic jams,
just a continuous flow that never stops. A lifestyle without any stress, with the aid of any

robot made for your demand. A futuristic city such as the one shown in the movie Blade-



runner, or in several other movies produced in the last couple of decades to address the
coming robotic revolution where the robots will eventually be smart enough to eliminate the
entire human race.

The smart cities of today are facing other challenges, although the elimination of the
human race is taken into consideration as an effect of climate change rather than a robotic
revolution. Urban projects through regeneration risk the lifeless consequences of
homogeneity. Some urban contemporary development of cities could be imagined as a sort of
miniature world, where you could take a stroll from Central Park to a replica of the Eiffel
Tower without even getting into an airplane. A city that has gathered the best parts from all
around the globe, and put it into one site of a global mix. Such as some of China’s ‘ghost
cities’, built for the modern and cosmopolitan man and woman, but inhabited by non. Or the
planned urban landscape of Songdo which has taken the best parts of urban design from
around the world, just waiting to be filled with life. The question is only if this city is as open
to a cultural mix of people as it is to its enticing monuments and modern landscapes.

The smart city of Songdo is not a unique project. There has been a rising popular
movement in building new cities throughout the world during the two last decades, as many
as 150 new cities have been launched in more than 40 countries, not including China which
would increase that number substantially (Moser & C6té-Roy, 2021). This rising movement
of urban regeneration project cities as “a distinct brand, architectural identity, and vision of
the future, a sort of mirror opposite of nearby cities” (Moser & Cété-Roy, 2021, p. 2). That is,
from a contemporary point of view of modern urban planning where urban
megadevelopments are designed and constructed both geographically and administratively
separate from already existing cities. New cities as such do not have a clear definition but

have been framed as:

“new cities, new towns, new communities, satellite cities, new urban poles, new
centralities, new urban peripheries, future cities, urban fantasies, instant cities,
neoliberal utopias, parallel cities, private cities, urban enclaves, fast cities, and

popup cities” (Moser & Coté-Roy, 2021, p. 10).

Cities as such are often described as being built from scratch on a tabula rasa, but
Moser and Coté-Roy importantly note that new cities are often constructed not on unused
tracts of land, but rather in villages, farms, sites of religious structures, or indigenous
reservations that are “cleared by builders to ensure the purity of vision of the future
city” (Moser & Coté-Roy, 2021, p. 10). In the case of Songdo, the new smart city was
constructed on a new piece of land created by placing landmass in the ocean and expanding
the area of land. Like China’s free trade zone of Shanghai, Songdo constitutes the center of

the city of Incheon, also known as Incheon Free Economic Zone (IFEZ), which allows the city



to be financially separated from the rest of the nation with the aim of becoming one of the
future top three economic zones in the world (IFEZ, 2021).

The city of Songdo as such could be described as a sort of international hub, an
enclave separated both physically, fiscally, and socially from the surrounding areas. Some
research indicated that already in the first years as a functional city, Songdo reinforced
already existing class structures by building social and financial barriers (Kshetri, Alcantara,
Park, 2014). Contrary to the two grandiose city-building projects in the middle of the 20th
century known as Brasilia, in Brazil, and Chandigarh, in India, which were driven by a civic
“and socialist-infused ethos” (Moser & Cété-Roy, 2021, p. 2).

Contemporary city-building projects can be characterized by their exclusionary new
city plans and escapist urbanism for an economic elite, at the same time as being driven by a
need to boost economic growth and attract foreign capital. This seems to be the basis for the
development of cities to become smart cities, whether they are already existing cities or the
grandiose projects that have the possibility to create whole cities from a “tabula rasa”. The
driving force behind the smartification of urban areas whether those built from scratch or
existing cities seems to come from most of all a financial incentive, put forward through a
sustainable development aspect, as is becoming increasingly clear through the smart city
discourse. But as Kitchin (2015) notes, there is a big difference between retrofitting existing
cities and building brand new ones on greenfield sites.

Through a critical view of the discourses that surround the growing trend of smart
cities, I do not wish to sustain the narrative of the smart city as a one-size-fits-all. The smart
city should in fact not be addressed as such, being the smart city, but rather as a smart city.
Reviewing it as the smart city insinuates that there actually exists a singular or fixed way of
conceiving it, a blueprint to successfully implement into any urban area to improve its
current state for the better. Instead, the smart city can be put as a textbook example of what
is referred to as an ‘empty signifier’ in urban planning, that is, a concept “virtually void of
any substantive meaning” (Haarstad, 2016, p. 424). This way of critically thinking about the
terms and words we use also applies to the way that we choose to criticize the concept as
such.

Kitchin (2015) has in fact accused critical scholars of cherry-picking atypically
techno-economic driven models, such as Songdo in South Korea or Masdar in the United
Arab Emirates, as a way of critiquing the concept of a smart city without taking into account
the ways in which attributes of smart cities could in fact contribute to improving urban
livelihoods. I have to admit to having been challenged by this very same notion with an
overly critical viewpoint in discussing smart cities such as Songdo, as well as feeling
conflicted in the way of longing for several smart city characteristics in my everyday life in
my hometown Oslo. At the same time as maintaining a critical gaze on the direction the
concept of the smart city could take us, and witnessing how its qualifications could improve

parts of society in many ways, there are some things to keep in mind.



First of all, the concept of a smart city could very well seem like a textbook example of
an empty signifier, but as Haarstad (2016) notes, there is a reason why empty signifiers catch
on, and that is not necessarily a bad thing. It provides the opportunity for actors and
institutions to use the smart city framing to mobilize resources and ideas for their own
agendas. In this way the right question might not be what a smart city is, but what the smart
city, or the smart city framing, does (Haarstad, 2016).

Second, the concept of a smart city is not a zero-sum game. Although elements and
terms might seem like dichotomies, like fast and sustainable, inclusive and privatized, and
some anthropologists might argue master-planned yet dynamic, these are parts constituting
a smart city that could work to both fulfill and challenge each other.

Third, discussions on smart cities should be interdisciplinary. As the concept itself is
highly dynamic and complex, so should the discussions surrounding it be as well. The layers
of a smart city consist of urban planners, politicians, entrepreneurs, consultants, and
bankers to name a few, and last but not least the tech firms that bring forward the
technological and smart parts of the development. But who is a smart city for if not its
inhabitants? And so the need for qualitative data and reflections of anthropologists and
sociologists are becoming increasingly needed. As Kitchin (2015) notes, the reason for the
focus on technologically driven and one-of-a-kind cities like Songdo or Masdar is the lack of
qualitative data and in-depth empirical case studies from different places. In that way, the
information we have on smart cities comes from government or corporate documents
instead from interviews and ethnographies that could enlighten urban development in smart
cities from a human perspective. But first off, let us take a deeper look into what constitutes

the complex nature of smart cities.

Defining the smart city

Contemporary projects such as the new cities mentioned above and the smart city as
a growing international concept, raise a myriad of questions and discussions that critically
needs attention for the continuing urban developmental projects throughout the world. The
smart city, then, as a framing having been increasingly used throughout the last two decades,
has already received criticism and is continuing to develop as a concept being implemented
in different ways across the world. There exists no clear definition of what constitutes a
smart city, but scholars seem to generally agree that a smart city is an urban site where the
presence of ICTs, Information and Communications Technology, enables more efficient
solutions for mobility, reduced energy consumption, innovation as an economic factor, and
improved technological infrastructures for a more efficient and easy life for the modern,
smart citizen.

Kitchin (2014) divides the term ‘smart city’ into two distinct but related
understandings, one area of usage that stresses the use of ICTs to enable ubiquitous

computing, monitoring, and big data, and another that stresses innovation, creativity, and
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the creation of a knowledge economy. Harrison et al. (2010) break the ‘smart city’ definition
into three aspects; instrumented, interconnected and intelligent. Instrumentation in a smart
city consists of ICTs that enable near real-world data through the use of sensors, personal
devices, meters, kiosks, and social networks to name some, from both physical as well as
virtual sensors. Interconnected implies the integration of such data into an enterprise
computing platform and the communication of such information between different city
services. Intelligent refers to the inclusion of complex analytics, modeling, optimization, and
visualization in the operational institutional processes to make improved operational
decisions (Harrison et al., 2010).

Through the use of this approach, Harrison et al. (2010) argue how city services can
be adapted to better suit the lives and behaviors of the inhabitants of a city. This happens in
ways that can enhance the optimal use of physical infrastructures and resources, as they
exemplify by the management of waste processing and transportation systems or in sensing
and controlling the consumption of energy and water. C. Harrison has been a leading figure
as the inventor of Smarter Cities technical architecture at International Business Machines,
more widely known as IBM. The American company has been heavily invested in the
technological development of smart cities in their goals to build a smart planet, as IBM
declares as not just a new strategy, but “an assertion of a new world view” (IBM, n.d.).

Smart cities can be seen as an urban landscape through which big international tech
firms are heavily invested and cooperating with local governments for the continuing
development of physical infrastructures, wireless networks, sensors, high-speed broadband,
open platforms, and cloud computing to name some. IBM and Cisco are two of the top
companies invested in the development and building of smart cities, followed by Schneider
Electric, Siemens, Microsoft, Hitachi, Huawei, Ericsson, Toshiba and Oracle that all
contribute to a rising global market value of billions of dollar (Smart City Hub, 2017).

The popularization of the term smart city comes from a challenge brought forward
by IBM in 2010, namely the ‘smarter cities challenge’. IBM invited cities from all over the
world to take part in a competition that would grant them consultancy, technical assistance,
and grants with the goal of developing technological solutions to nine grand city challenges.
This included solutions for “administration, citizen engagement, economic development,
education and workforce, environment, public safety, social services, transportation and
urban planning” (Kitchin, 2015, p. 135). Consequently, IBM ended up trademarking ‘smarter
cities’, noting an important milestone in a struggle between IT companies over visibility and
legitimacy in the smart city market (Soderstrom et al., 2014).

But it is not only the big tech firms that are driving the digital race forward at an
unprecedented speed. Billionaires themselves, such as Elon Musk, founder of Tesla, and Jeff
Bezos, founder of Amazon, are currently competing in their own space race. Indeed, it seems
that according to billionaire and entrepreneur Elon Musk the solution is clear. If all else fails

and our planet succumbs to our environmental failures, we can always settle the best of
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humanity on the next planet. This, of course, includes only those with enough money for
such a futuristic adventure. It might seem completely crazy that in a world ravaged by
human touch struggling to survive, we are talking about outer world settlements without
joking. How is this even a thing? It is visible in news articles such as this one titled “‘Star
Wars’ Class Wars: Is Mars the Escape Hatch for the 1 Percent?” by American news magazine

Newsweek. A rather amusing description of the declining state of the world as shown here:

“The world sucks right now. Terrorism. Climate change. Political acrimony.
Nonstop Justin Bieber songs. It's nice to know Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos have a
plan. They will help the richest people in the world go to Mars and start over,
leaving the other 99 percent to suffer on a dying, warring planet” (Newsweek,

2015).

This article is not alone in the media landscape to illustrate the bizarre development
of intergalactic travel and the current state of the planet’s sustainable direction. One cannot
be sure of the seriousness of billionaire proposals on conquering space. But what is serious is
that current debates on climate change have taken an extraterrestrial turn. Instead, it is not
aliens from Mars that are extraterrestrial, but the poor and otherwise lower-class people that
feel the effects of our climate change the most. In the light of this public discourse on climate
change, sustainability, and the future of our planet and of humankind, is the smart city the
solution? Or is it also contributing to the discourse of alienating a major part of the world’s
population? This is an interesting discussion that I will come back to in chapter 4. But first, I
will explain and demonstrate in-depth the current status of smart cities, as well as how Milan

is becoming a smart city.

Mapping the smart city knowledge domain

Exploring the academic and scholarly literature on the landscape of smart cities,
Ingwersen and Serrano-Lopez (2018) have performed a scientometric analysis on the area of
‘smart city(ies)’ in the period from 1990 to 2016. Through this, they are presenting the
academic developments or lack of developments in the field of smart cities. In figure number
2 presented below, we can see the gradual development of the number of publications in
different publication titles of the central topics through the years 1990-2016, and how the
central topics change from ‘sustainable cities’, ‘intelligent cities’, ‘green cities’, to ‘knowledge
cities’, as ‘smart cities’ are introduced as a term in 1999 (Ingwersen & Serrano-Lopez, 2018,
p. 1209). Throughout the 27-year period measured, ‘smart city(ies)’, is the leading retrieval
concept and shows a highly exponential growth during the most recent period 2008-2016

(Ingwersen & Serrano-Lopez, 2018).
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Figure 2
Publications on “smart city(ies) 1990—2016” (n = 4725), divided into three analysis periods (vertical
lines). The first appearance in publication titles of the central concepts from search profile shown

vertically. WoS, Nov. 2017 (Ingwersen & Serrano-Lopez, 2018, p. 1209).
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This data substantiates the idea that the study of smart cities has evolved from a
focus on urban sites becoming more sustainable and green in an effort to deal with
environmental challenges, to that of a greater focus put on a technological and digitized
evolution of urban infrastructure. Zhao et al. (2021) also validate this idea through their
data, having performed a holistic and state-of-the-art literature review of smart cities, noting
how the publication volume has more than doubled since 2009. The research usually deals
with four different areas: the technological aspect, which includes technological
infrastructure as well as a support network for building smart cities, the socio-cultural aspect
which includes citizen engagement, the political-institutional aspect that tackles government
support and policies, and lastly the economic-business aspect with a focus on business
models and profitability.

The review by Zhao et al. (2021) is based on a review of 191 smart city research works
stretched from 2009 to 2021. The 191 publications were spread across 56 journals, from a
combination of different disciplinary areas, such as “technology, management,

entrepreneurship, urban government and planning, intellectual capital, transportation,
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supply chains, tourism, and many more” (Zhao et al., 2021, p. 4). Based on this complex
review, they define the concept of smart cities as a strategy to tackle challenges that city
governments face, through the generally agreed upon objective to enhance economic growth
and social development through innovations in technology and heightened collaboration
(Zhao et al., 2021). They also note that the reviewed smart city works indicate a strong
multidisciplinary nature published in a number of disciplinary areas ranging from
“technology, management, entrepreneurship, urban government and planning, intellectual
capital, transportation, supply chains, tourism, and many more” (Zhao et al., 2021, p. 3).

This coincides with the data reviewed by Ingwersen and Serrano-Lépez (2018) as
they lay out the change of the leading WoS, Web of Science, categories for ‘smart city(ies)’.
They show that sustainable aspects through ‘environmental sciences’ are dominating the first
period of research from 1990 to 1998. These are being outrun and replaced by ‘engineering
electrical electronic’ and ‘computer science information systems’ in the two periods
measured from 1999 to 2007 and from 2008 to 2016 as the research becomes more centered
on the technological aspects. A concern risen by Mora et al. (2017) about how smart city
research risks being undermined by a highly technological knowledge by nature. And thus
lacking the social intelligence, cultural artifacts, and environmental attributes needed for the
future development of this new and promising field of study. Zhao et al. (2021) present some
interesting research that indicates a generational shift to the so-called ‘smart city 2.0’. This is
defined as a strategy that put people first and emphasizes technology as a tool to use in the
service of citizens. Unlike the ‘smart city 1.0’ which has been referred to as an “idealized,
technologically driven, largely automated city that was developed from the top-down in
conjunction with large data and technology companies” (Trencher, 2019, p. 118).

Most of the smart city research focused mainly on the technological aspects of
infrastructure and policies but neglected the most important element that constitutes urban
development, namely the people who live in the city. Through my research on the smart city
of Songdo for my bachelor thesis, I argued that the sustainable and smart discourse becomes
an elitist discourse that marginalizes and excludes people who are not able to be a part of it.
This can mean people that do not have sufficient funding to live in an urban environment
that pushes the prices up, those who do not possess the knowledge, education, or are in jobs
that are becoming an invisible or scarce part of the city.

From the perspective of a social anthropologist, it becomes evident that there is a lack
of qualitative research and especially long-term fieldwork from new and smart cities. What I
learned from my research on a smart city built from scratch is how implications of urban
development under the smart city discourse could lead to greater segregation, as smart cities
seem to have little space for those who are ‘uneducated’ in technology, poor, or otherwise
marginalized by the smart city discourse (Vanolo, 2014, p. 893). Instead, values of smartness
become a field of social control by producing “smart citizens” as an instrument of

“government at a distance” (Vanolo, 2014, p. 894).
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The processes that took place in the smart city of Songdo are in many ways
implemented in a neoliberal manner. Neoliberalism is the capitalism of our time, brought
forward by the people who wanted an economy devoid of state intervention and a free
market. Neoliberalism is capitalism as we know it, but also something completely new, at the
same time (Stalsberg, 2019). But the idea behind the imminent success of a neoliberal
economy is starting to break down. As it becomes clear how the theoretical basis in the
construction of such an economy is not working in practice, the division between rich and
poor keeps growing.

Theories such as the trickle-down effect that expected the direction of money leading
to the richest people would in turn benefit does at the bottom in the form of new workplaces,
instead end up in private bank accounts on the Cayman Islands. The seducing words of
people like Milton Friedman, Margaret Thatcher, or Ronald Reagan can no longer hide
behind the real effects of a neoliberal economy and politics. But neoliberalism has
penetrated our society in more ways than we can imagine, and in some ways we are still
blind to. It becomes a wave that takes with it everything in its path, pulling the people unable
to swim down into a maelstrom impossible to get out of.

For Songdo, the city could easily be referred to as a ‘neoliberal utopia’ in its ways of
implementing a privatized market that increases its prices based on a smart discourse, in the
process removing those unable to participate from the city altogether. The fact that the South
Korean state was an investor in the project only comes to show the depths of neoliberalism in
the politics as a globalized technocracy. The less democratic the state of a nation becomes,
the more technocratic are the solutions proposed. And the more economic and neoliberal
principles rule the nation, the less equity and democratic justice are left for all of its citizens.
In such a globalized world as we find ourselves in today, neoliberal and technocratic
solutions find its ways across borders. It becomes an ideology, in its ways of shaping our
thoughts into actions, the link between what is and what should stay (Stalsberg, 2019). The
smart city is built around ideas and ideals of neoliberal urbanism, promoted as a living
laboratory for citizens viewed only as consumers and users, prioritizing private investments
in public infrastructures and services, while chanting the mantra of sustainability (D1
Feliciantonio, 2017). Are smart cities becoming the neoliberal epitome of gated
communities? How is a neoliberal ideology visible in Milan, and how does it take part in the

construction of the smart city?

Milan

Milan is the second biggest city in Italy after the capital Rome but has long been
referred to as the business and financial capital of Italy. For reference, out of the country’s
two air hubs, Milano Malpensa comes in second after Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino.

Milan is situated in the northern part of Italy, constituting as the capital of the Lombardy
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region, and serves as the home of about 3.26 million inhabitants in its metropolitan area and
about 1.4 million within the city proper (City Population, n.d.). With a long tradition of both
manufacturing and service production, Milan is traditionally renown for fashion and design,
mechanics, chemistry, agrifood, and Life Sciences (Coppola et al., 2018).

The pride of labeling regional products with ‘Made in Italy’ brought forward the idea
of Italian products as a brand of authenticity. The success of small-scale industrial
development in the central and northeastern regions of Italy has been described as an
alternative model to large-scale industry (Blim, 1990). The ‘Italian Model’ become known for
its expertise in finding a niche in export marketing, specialized as well as flexible knowledge
in manufacturing and production, and its spread of small-sized and family-owned
businesses. But behind the myth of its success laid the secrets of lavoro nero, black work,
and the role of kinship and friendship in its organization (Blim, 1990).

Italianist John Foot sums up the city’s importance as “much of Italy’s history is
bound up with that of Milan, and the story of Milan can be read as the story of the
nation” (Foot, 2001, p. 3). He elaborates on how Milan has been the epicenter of “all the
crucial movements, booms, slumps and moments in twentieth-century Italian history”, such
as the making of the first trade unions, the home of fascism and Socialist reformists, the
leading of the resistance in the second world war, as well as the center of the economic
miracle that transformed Italy (Foot, 2001, p. 3).

The city is characterized as a city with a long and flaming history. The image that
stands out most clearly for me is that of the dead bodies of fascist leader Benito Mussolini
and some of his accomplices in Piazza Loreto. Milan was an important site for the leader of
Italy’s fascist regime, and the piazza become an important place and symbol representing the
terrors of Mussolini’s regime. Elements from the times of Italy’s fascist era are still visible
throughout the city’s architecture, and unfortunately so are some of the fascist ideals found
in small groups of people. Milan experienced a period of tension in 1969, through a series av
strikes from workers and students, in what has later been described as autunno caldo, the
‘hot autumn’. The rapid growth of the metropolis had shaped a new middle class which in
turn had fueled the creation of a mass-consumption society, leading to increased inequality
between the new industrial middle class and the working class, those who had not “reaped

b2

the benefits of their country’s ‘economic boom™ (Monza, 2017, p. 240). The protests kept
Milan in a state of constant tension, that “took the form of violent political terrorism from
the extreme right-wing and radical left-wing” (Monza, 2017, p. 240).

During this time the city was also shocked by the death of sixteen people in the
bombings of a bank in Piazza Fontana (Ginsborg, 1990). Political turbulence and terrorism
from revolutionary groups lasted for several years, later referred to as anni di piombo, “the
years of the bullet” (Ginsborg, 1990, p. 379). Including notable events such as the bombing
of the Bologna train station killing eighty-five people, the exposure of Propaganda Due as a

sort of ‘shadow government’ which included a large number of high-ranking people, such as
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Berlusconi, and the kidnapping and killing of former Prime Minister Aldo Moro by the
infamous terrorist group Brigade Rosso, the Red Brigades (Ginsborg, 1990).

Italy experienced its economic miracle in the 1950s and 1960s with an extraordinarily
intense period of economic development, first in Milan, then following the rest of the nation
as well. This golden age was characterized by a blossoming Fordist workforce in the
manufacturing area and a regime built upon low-wage and high unemployment pursued by
Italian leaders (Muehlebach, 2012). But after a process of deindustrialization started in the
1980s, old Fordist industries such as Pirelli, Alfa Romeo, Breda, and Falck were replaced by
the city’s new economic bosses of Armani, Prada, and Versace (Foot, 2001). I include this to
highlight just how structurally profound the change was in finance and labor processes in the
late twentieth century in Milan. Changes that not only turned the economy around from a
Fordist labor force to a service and knowledge economy that would promote a whole new
type of worker but a change that made structural repercussions of the Milanese society well
into modern-day contemporary labor systems. If we want to understand the contemporary
globalized, neoliberal and technocratic landscape of Milan as a smart city today, we need to
take a look at its history as well.

Historically, the socio-political-economic landscape of Italy has according to Andrea
Muehlebach (2012) seemed to have been inviting, as well as anticipating, neoliberalization.
The ways in which the labor market and structures within the Italian society have developed
over the years have led to a nation that should be seen as an “experimental laboratory where
our future is being worked out” (Muehlebach, 2012, p. 17). In her book called The Moral
Neoliberal (2012), Muehlebach identifies how the increasing neoliberal structures within
Italian society shapes its ethical subject. Such a subjectification of the individual is shaped by
embedded structures in each society, cultural, financial, religious, and so on. For this part of
the thesis, I wish to shortly explore how the financial structures of Italian society have
developed through the years and how Milan has turned into a smart city.

Italy’s economy has been suffering since the 1990s with a long period of slow or non-
existent growth. After the financial euro crisis in 2008 Italy has faced “a series of dip
recessions” that has resulted in a rapid deterioration of the quality of life for the country’s
inhabitants (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 50). The reasons for Italy’s economic suffering are
many and controversial, with a mix of its high public debt, an inefficient bureaucracy, low
productivity rates, and falling competitiveness. This can be linked to “relatively high unit
labour costs, excessive regulation, lack of R&D spending, an excess of small sized businesses
-, political instability, inefficiency, corruption and uncompetitive marketable
services” (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 50).

Both the political and financial structures of Italy have long been known as sites with
high levels of corruption. A corrupt system will lead to a lack of trust in the political
institutions, and the leaders of the nation will have trouble uniting and leading the nation

safely and efficiently. Many of the structures in the Italian context of work, economy, and
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politics in which features are central to that of neoliberalization. Such as an increase in
subcontracting, which David Harvey identifies as being central to the neoliberal
reorganization of industry, has allowed for “older systems of domestic, artisanal, familial

» «

(patriarchal), and paternalistic (“godfather,” “guv’nor” or even Mafialike) labour systems to
revive and flourish as centerpieces rather than appendages of the production

system” (Harvey, 1990, p. 152). Such labor systems have been constitutive of the Italian
economy all along (Muehlebach, 2012).

The current economic situation in Italy is affected by high numbers of
unemployment, particularly among women and young people. As much as almost half of the
female population is inactive at 45%, mainly because there is a lack of good job opportunities
as well as rewarding careers for women (Tintori & Romet, 2017). The labor market for young
people, from 15 to 24 years old, is mostly characterized by temporary contracts, even though
the government claims there has been a positive impact for recently imposed ‘job
acts’ (Tintori & Romei, 2017). And for those that are unemployed, they statistically remain
unemployed for longer periods of time, as 60% remain so for more than 1 year with the risk
of having difficulties re-entering the labor market. According to Tintori and Romei, the
result of the current economic situation is that real disposable income is deteriorating and it
“is now at lower levels than in the early 1990s, while it is over 60% higher in the
Eurozone” (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 51). More so, the effects of the current economic and
social situation are more visible from data on poverty rather than unemployment. This
comes from the fact that “the percentage of the population that is severely deprived is much
higher in Italy than in other Western European countries”, and double of what it was in the
pre-crisis period (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 51).

Today, the city’s economic structure is that of a knowledge economy with a strong
international vocation (Coppola et al., 2018). Milan’s distinctive economic structure has
attracted and kept together a strong network of foreign multinational companies, large
firms, medium firms, but also small family-owned enterprises (Coppola et al., 2018).
Northern Italy and especially Lombardy is known for its financial success of family-owned
businesses that have survived the competitive and international surge of the neoliberal
economic model. But on the other side of the success is the shadows of an undocumented
labor force. Behind the small and medium-sized family-owned enterprises lies the work of

women, children, and retirees (Muehlebach, 2012).

Emigration of the workforce

Some statistical information shows us that Milan does have a positive population
change of 1.3%, contrary to the whole of Italy which shows a -0.03% based on data from 2011
to 2021 (City Population, n.d.). Italy is also among one of the countries with the highest

excess mortality, recording the highest decrease in population. This decrease was mainly
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driven by negative natural change, supplemented by negative net migration. This means that
the number of deaths was larger than the number of live births and that the number of
emigrants out of the country exceeded the number of immigrants into the country (Eurostat,
n.d.). I have included in figure 3 on the next page a demographic balance between countries
within the European Union from 1st January 2020 to 1st January 2021. This is to highlight

how much the numbers of Italy differ from other countries.

Figure 3

Demographic balance between European Union Nation states, 2020.

Numbers shown in thousands. (Eurostat, 2020)

Demographic balance, 2020

(thousands)
Population, : Net migration and Tofa i chiange Pop
1 January 2020 Live births Deaths Natural change (') dsmt:’:llcatl : ey 1 January 2021
adjustment () 2020 and 2021

EU 447,319.8 4,047.4 5,186.8 -1,139.4 827.1 -312.2 447,007.6
Belgium 11,5224 1144 126.9 -12.5 56.1 436 11,566.0
Bulgaria 6,951.5 59.1 1247 -65.6 30.7 -34.9 6,916.5
Czechia 10,693.9 110.2 129.3 -19.1 26.9 7.8 10,701.8
Denmark 5,822.8 60.9 546 6.3 11.0 17.3 5,840.0
Germany 83,166.7 773.1 985.6 -212.4 200.7 -11.7 83,155.0
Estonia 13289 13.2 15.8 26 38 12 1,330.1
Ireland 4,964 4 56.0 31.8 24.2 18.3 425 5,006.9
Greece 10,7186 84.6 130.6 -46.0 10.0 -36.0 10,682.5
Spain 473326 3384 491.6 -153.2 214.8 61.6 47,394.2
France 67.320.2 736.6 669.1 67.4 52.0 119.4 67,439.6
Croatia 4,058.2 358 57.0 -21.2 -0.6 -21.8 40364
Italy 59.641.5 404.1 746.1 -342.0 -41.9 -383.9 59,257.6
Cyprus 888.0 9.9 6.4 3.5 45 8.0 896.0
Latvia 1.907.7 176 28.9 -11.3 -3.2 -14.5 1.893.2
Lithuania 27941 251 435 -184 20.0 16 2,795.7
Luxembourg 626.1 6.5 46 1.9 6.8 86 634.7
Hungary 9,769.5 93.8 1413 -47.5 88 -38.8 9,730.8
Maita 5146 44 4.1 03 1.2 1.5 516.1
Netherlands 17,4076 168.7 168.7 0.0 67.8 67.8 174754
Austria 8,901.1 836 91.6 -8.0 39.6 31.6 8,932.7
Poland 37,958.1 355.3 4774 -122.0 39 -118.1 37,840.0
Portugal 10,295.9 844 1234 -38.9 413 23 10,298.3
Romania 19,328.8 176.8 297.0 -120.3 -22.4 -142.6 19,186.2
Slovenia 2,095.9 18.8 240 -5.2 184 13.1 2,109.0
Slovakia 54579 56.7 59.1 -24 43 19 54598
Finland 5,525.3 46.5 55.5 -9.0 17.5 85 5533.8
Sweden 10,327.6 1131 98.1 15.0 36.8 51.7 10,379.3
Iceland 364.1 45 23 22 24 47 368.8
Liechtenstein 387 04 03 0.0 0.3 0.3 39.1
Norway 5,367.6 53.0 406 124 1.4 238 53914
Switzerland 8,606.0 85.9 76.2 9.7 51.3 61.1 8,667.1
Montenegro 6219 71 73 -0.2 -0.9 -1.1 620.7
North Macedonia 2,076.3 19.0 258 6.7 -0.7 <74 2,068.8
Albania 2,846.0 281 276 05 -16.7 -16.2 2,829.7
Serbia (%) 6.926.7 61.7 116.9 -55.2 0.0 -55.2 6,871.5
Turkey 83,155.0 1,112.9 : i s 459.4 83,6144
Bosnia and Herzegovina : i i : i :
Kosovo (*)

(:) not available

(*) Live births minus deaths.

(?) Total change minus natural change.

(*) Due to a lack of data on migration, the demographic balance is based exclusively on the natural change.

(*) This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence. eu rOSt at -

Source: Eurostat (online data code: demo_gind)

The contemporary focus of the Municipality of Milan has been to attract innovative,
young, and creative people and support startups. And for good reason. In recent years Italy
has seen a new surge of emigration out of the country. Historically, high levels of emigration

have taken place in countries in times of recession or crisis. The first diaspora in Italy was
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after the Unification of Italy had taken place in the middle of the 19th century. After that,
there was an increase in emigration after the Great Recession at the beginning of the 20th
century and lastly rising numbers post euro crisis in 2008.

After years of being a ‘country of emigration’, official statistics show that Italy has
had a positive net migration since 1974 thus turning into a ‘country of immigration’ (Tintori
& Romet, 2017). But these statistics only highlight the levels at which foreign immigrants are
let into Italy and do not hide the fact that there are still high levels of Italian people that
leave their country. The numbers of emigration based on Italian citizens only from
2013-2014 show the highest numbers in 10 years. The history of Italian emigration has
shown that many Italian citizens do come back to their country, but the numbers are lower
now than they used to be. According to Eurostat, Italy had in 2012 the “smallest share of
returning migrants among all European countries (excluding Cyprus and
Luxembourg)” (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 52). The preferred countries of emigration by
Italian citizens have been mostly Germany, Switzerland, France and in the last years also the
UK. The average of an Italian emigrant is around 34 years old and predominantly males over
females at 57.6% (Tintori & Romei, 2017).

Italian emigration has for years been characterized as having a ‘brain drain’, a high
number of educated citizens that leave the country for lack of sufficient work opportunities.
In their article, Tintori and Romei (2017) discuss whether Italy is currently affected by a
‘brain drain’ or not. Their data show that the number of graduates emigrating between 2011
and 2013 increased from 11.9% to 30.6%. They note that even though there is a rise among
graduates emigrating, they are still a minority of the emigrant population. In 2013 the top
countries for graduates to emigrate to was first the US, then the UK, Brazil, and Switzerland
before Spain.

Interestingly, emigration seems to have become a permanent trait of the Italian
society, economy, and culture (Tintori & Romet, 2017). That is to say, the idea and
perception of what Italian emigration entails have changed drastically. The recent migratory
waves have been re-labeled as nuove mobilita, ‘new mobility’, in public discourse, in a way to
distance it from that of past emigration. Whereas past migrants featured unskilled and
poorly educated individuals and families forced to leave their country to survive, the
migrants of the nuove mobilita consist of so-called “Eurostars” to “make the best out of the
‘human face’ of globalization” (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 58). They are characterized as a
“generation of highly skilled and intensely mobile people who are equipped to roam between
‘Eurocities’ and global capitals” (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 58).

Woven into this change of narrative are the public statements of members of the
political elites that contributed to pushing and encouraging young graduates to take their
talents and leave Italy to start their careers. Together with media and popular blogs, the
public narrative of young emigration popularized the phrase fuga dei cervelli, the Italian

equal for ‘brain drain’, that was applied “indiscriminately to every (relatively) young Italian
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who goes overseas, regardless of their qualification and occupation” (Tintori & Romet, 2017,
p. 58). But as Tintori and Romei argue in their article, this “partially true and extremely
over-simplistic rendition of Italy’s current mobility patterns” does not prove that they
actually bring their ‘brain’ too with them (Tintori & Romei, 2017, p. 58). The numbers and
statistical data to measure the fatal loss of young graduates and the ‘brains’ of Italy are not
capable of actually showing the human capital of those who leave, their occupation, wage
levels, type of job contracts, and length of stay abroad (Tintori & Romei, 2017).

The Municipality of Milan plans to put Milan back on the map as an attractive urban
site for innovation and growth. How is this process happening in the light of being a smart
city? In this next part, I will demonstrate the ways in which Milan constitutes itself as a

smart city before I illustrate this with the experiences of both my informants and myself.

Smart Milan

The Municipality of Milan has during the last decade focused on promoting an
economic transformation that is necessary to tackle its pressing societal challenges. First,
this has been to adopt a “set of strategic policy frameworks on sustainable mobility,
sustainable energy and smart agenda with a vision to become more sustainable, resilient,
smart and circular” (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 85). As defined by the Municipality of Milan,

the vision for Milan as a smart city can be summarized like this:

“Smart in the way it dialogues with the citizens and promotes projects that respond
to their needs; Inclusive, with respect to its diverse communities and stakeholders;
Attractive and responsive to the needs of those who are living and working in the

city; Green and Sustainable” (Trivellato, 2016, p. 343).

The overall aim has been to produce both a governance strategy as well as a project
that is tailor-made to the specific needs of Milan. The Municipality has during the last
decade actively implemented new policies and plans to push for sustainable action to take
place in the city. Specifically, that has been the Sustainable Energy Action Plan (PAES) that
the Municipality adopted in 2014, where “energy transition is encouraged through measures
regarding energy efficiency of buildings, optimization of public lighting and conversion of
the fossil system to a carbon neutral one by using renewable energy sources” (Cassinadri et
al., 2019, p. 85). Also in 2014, the Municipality approved a document to adopt Smart City
Guidelines, that officially affirmed the city’s “overarching strategic objective and political
priority to transform Milan into a smart city” (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 85). Later, in 2018,
the City of Milan approved the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan (PUMS), aimed at “meeting
the mobility needs of the population while ensuring the reduction of atmospheric and noise
pollution levels and of energy consumption by enhancing public transport and share

mobility services” (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 86).
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Since 2012, Milan has been a part of the Sharing Cities 2020-SCC1 project supported
by the European Union (Sharing Cities, n.d.). Next London and Lisbon, Milan has been a
‘lighthouse city’ aimed at creating a ‘smart’ district with ‘near-zero’ emissions to tackle urban
environmental challenges and to improve the daily life of its inhabitants (Cassinadri et al.,
2019). The Sharing Cities project has been a part of the Horizon 2020 Framework
Programme, where the European Union has granted funds to 437 projects for a total of over
189 million euros (Politecnico, n.d.). This includes research projects within areas such as
excellent science, industrial leadership, societal challenges, and cross-cutting initiatives. For
example, the COHSMO Project that deals with spatial justice, social cohesion, and territorial
inequalities in Milan, which I will explain more in-depth below.

The Sharing City Project is mainly focused on the three lighthouse cities, and next to
these are the three ‘fellow’ cities of Bordeaux, Burgas, and Warsaw. As for the lighthouse
cities, they have already established several smart aspects of the city that the fellow cities are
to possibly implement. Some of the smart parts implemented in the cities are the
introduction of shared electric mobility services such as bikes and cars, installation of energy
management systems, smart lamp posts, the retrofitting of buildings, and an urban sharing
platform in consultation with communities and residents (Sharing Cities, n.d.).

According to its website, the Sharing Cities project promotes “an agile and
collaborative smart cities ecosystem that delivers liveable, attractive, and resource-efficient
cities” (Sharing Cities, n.d.). As a major international project connecting 23 partners from
across government, industry, and academia, its main focus lies on “energy use, low carbon
transport and buildings, and harnessing data for the good of the city” (Sharing Cities, n.d.)
Financially, the project has received €24 million in funding from the European Union, and
its aim is to trigger €500 million in investment and to engage over 100 municipalities across
Europe.

In Milan, an area of demonstrating this project and a smart approach is the Porta
Romana - Vettabbia - Corvetto area. With the aim of fueling economic growth in both
wealthy and stagnant metropolitan areas, the city of Milan is using the smart city discourse
as a tool in order to bid for EU funding (Di Feliciantonio, 2017). The area in question is a
stagnant and deteriorating part of the city. The Municipality of Milan has since its adoption
of the smart city strategy decided to focus on limited parts of the city to test “innovative
solutions with the aim of scaling up to the rest of the city” (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 85).
The area is a brownfield development area of 216,614 m2 and a former railway yard now
under complete redevelopment. The project is aimed at stitching together to a vast area that
has been geographically, economically, and socially separated. Following this
transformation, the area will include a “functional mix of private and social housing units,
the multimodal integration of transportation systems around a new station, and a large park
of 187,226 m2” (Sharing Cities, n.d.). The numbers from the Sharing Cities Project reveal

that more than 24,000 m2 retrofitted land have led to a 60% energy consumption reduction,
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including 60 new charging points for electric vehicles, 150 new electric bikes, 35 kilometers
of new cycle paths, 1,000 smart lamp posts and 350 smart parking spaces so far (Sharing
Cities, n.d.).

In the concluding remarks from Cassinadri et al. (2019), we can see some examples of
different EU-funded projects that apply smart city features in the city of Milan through the
Sharing Cities initiative. To mention a few there is the EUGUGLE project that “focuses on
buildings energy efficiency demonstrating the availability of building renovation models”
with near-zero energy consumption (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 92). Following this there is
the CLEVER project (Cities Co-designing Locally tailored Ecological solutional for Value
added, socially inclusivE Regeneration in Cities), that “contributes to defining the
regeneration of urban spaces concentrating on the role nature-based solutions”, that would
be solutions that are borrowed or supported by nature leading to environmental, cultural,
social and economic benefits (Cassinadri et al., 2019, p. 92).

Finally, I would like to mention the interesting COHSMO project that investigates the
relationship between territorial cohesion and social investment strategies, and goes under
the title: “Inequality, Urbanization and Territorial Cohesion. Developing the European Social
Model of Economic Growth and Democratic Capacity” (COHSMO, 2021). Despite being a
leading-edge city in terms of inclusive local policies, Milan has seen rising levels of social
inequality. This is visible through increasing numbers of youth unemployment, a huge
increase of non-EU migrants that are paving the way for high segregation risks in some parts
of the city, and deteriorating housing conditions of the poorer in the last years due to cuts in
social housing programs (COHSMO, n.d.).

The final report of COHSMO underpins the ways in which its focus and contributions
can be applied across different countries and in different types of urbanization. In a way that
could strengthen the European Social Model as well as contribute to positive change after the
economic crisis of 2008 and of the current pandemic crisis. The research project’s main
contribution highlights the important topics that are spatial justice, economic growth, and
democratic capacity, which is not an easy task but a very important and necessary project at
this time.

I would like to highlight the importance of having a research project such as
COHSMO to investigate the levels of inequality differing between the center and the
periphery of the city. Because we see such a strong power of centralization taking place
throughout countries, it seems more important than ever to put the focus on the imbalanced
power relations that take place in the urban relational space. The COHSMO report has seen
an uneven spatial distribution across Milan from municipal policies and resources. These are
mainly targeting the central parts of the city, with the result of “exacerbating existing
conditions of socio-spatial polarisation” (COHSMO, 2021, p. 43). During the last ten years,
the Municipality has committed itself to promoting a more equitable and fair distribution of

well-being throughout the city, but as the report says, most of the actions taken have been of
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a ‘remedial nature’ (COHSMO, 2021, p. 37). This means that the focus of the Municipality
has been on the most vulnerable neighborhoods, as exemplified by areas such as
Lorenteggio, Giambellino, and Corvetto, rather than focusing on a structured and consistent
strategy that would embrace the whole city of Milan. As I mentioned above, the Corvetto area
is a part of the Sharing Cities initiative as a part of a local transformation of the
neighborhood. Hopefully a successful retrofitting of this area will improve its liveability.
Strategies adopted by the City Council of Milan in 2019 to approach territorial
inequalities are aimed to “contribute to reorganize in a polycentric way the system of public
services across the city, aiming at improving the quality of life in distressed urban
neighbourhoods” (COHSMO, 2021, p. 43). The peripheral areas of Milan are a particularly
interesting case of spatial fragmentation because of the many voids of former industrial
areas that need to be generated. The former factories and abandoned areas are ugly, unsafe,
and expensive to get rid of. Some of these spaces have with different initiatives been
transformed into innovative and creative hubs. Such as the previous factory owned by Nestlé
has now been taken over by Armani as a fashion showroom, as well as fashion brand Prada
has rebuilt another post-industrial space (Jansson & Power, 2010). The Tortona district
which used to be Milan’s Factory District before the economic crisis is now taken over by
creative businesses and fashion brands. Milan really has been taken over by new economic

bosses.

Expo-2015

The main event that put Milan on the global map as an innovative, forward-looking,
and ‘smart city’, was the Expo-2015. The successful organization of the renowned and long-
established world exhibition was seen to have contributed to framing Milan as a bridge
between Italy and the rest of the world (Boczy et al., 2020). The theme of the year being
‘Feeding the Planet, Energy for Life’, allowed the city of Milan to show how technology,
innovation, culture, traditions, and creativity relate to food and diets in new and sustainable
ways. The event can be referred to as a turning point for Milan’s international recognition as
an innovative and connected city, and as a milestone in turning the city into a smart city. The
expo-2015 is mentioned in a lot of smart city literature as a way of “re-connecting the city to
the international stage” or “positioning the city as a global city” (Gonzales, 2009, p. 3, Boczy
et al., 2020, p. 201). The event was thus an important part of the re-imagining of the city of
Milan as a global hub. On the one hand, the successful mobilization of an international event
of this size reveals Milan’s triumphant approach to urban transformation projects. On the
other hand, the city of Milan is changing, as described above, in a more spatially diffused and
minimal way.

Mega-events such as World Expos have the potential to “exert enduring economic

and social effects on host cities” (Magno & Dossena, 2020, p. 1). But international events of
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this kind might also be used by the local government as a decoy to show the best parts that
they have to offer at the same time as hiding its flaws. There are a number of events and
international happenings to exemplify this happening. Most recently the execution of the
latest Olympic Games held in China has received criticism for displaying a perfect image of a
nation while people are suffering, unable to criticize the state. Particularly the case of the
man who was a part of designing the arena for the games, the now-famous Bird’s Nest, as the
national stadium in Beijing for the Olympic Games in 2008. The Chinese architect Ai Wei
Wei expressed his discontent over the way China handled their human rights situation and is
now in exile with a low probability of ever returning to his home country.

In another example, the local government of Laos was pushing for initiatives to
modernize and improve the village of Vientiane before hosting an international meeting to
build diplomatic status and credibility with trade partners and potential investors (Namba,
2017). In the end, the improved infrastructures ended up having a hollow value of visual
improvement, unable to have any actual effects on the lives of the locals. According to
Namba, big developmental projects hold the potential of turning into what she calls
‘fetishized spectacles’ (Namba, 2017). In this way, the concept of infrastructural fetishism
can be understood as a symbol of modernity, rather than infrastructure developed for the
needs of the people in the village. The use of fetishized spectacles and events such as Expo-15
shows off some parts, but it also hides something else. It is a diversion to change the focus of
those watching. Who are the drivers behind this process in Milan? Who produces it and who
promotes it?

A leading figure in the Milanese society is the infamous Silvio Berlusconi, with nine
years of experience as Prime Minister of Italy, as well as founder, a