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Poverty and Project

The idea of poverty is frequently interpreted in quantitative terms, associated with scarcity and misery. However,
there is a conception of poverty, especially in the Christian context, that links it to salvation, presenting it as a
necessary condition for access to the Kingdom of Heaven. Through the study of the Franciscan Order, which has
embraced a radical interpretation of poverty, a separation between property and use is outlined. This form of poverty

is not deprivation, but a non-proprietary relationship with the world. It implies an anthropological and architectural
change, in which the renunciation of ownership leads to a new quality of relationship between human beings and
the environment. Architectural design, therefore, should reflect this conception of poverty, emphasising relationships
and the potential for co-creation rather than self-referentiality. A design approach inspired by poverty implies

the acceptance of scarcity as an opportunity to generate creative variations, promoting relationships and practices
that transcend the traditional boundaries of architecture.

Poverty and Project

Lidea di poverta e frequentemente interpretata in termini quantitativi, associata alla scarsita e alla miseria. Tuttavia,
esiste una concezione di poverta, specialmente nel contesto cristiano, che la ricollega alla salvezza, presentandola
come una condizione necessaria per accedere al Regno dei Cieli. Attraverso lo studio dell’Ordine Francescano,
che ha abbracciato un’interpretazione radicale della poverta, si delinea una separazione tra proprieta e uso.
Questa forma di poverta non & una privazione, ma una relazione non proprietaria con il mondo. Essa implica un
cambiamento antropologico e architettonico, in cui la rinuncia alla proprieta porta a una nuova qualita di relazioni
tra esseri umani e ambiente. Il progetto architettonico, quindi, dovrebbe riflettere questa concezione di poverta,
ponendo I'accento sulle relazioni e sul potenziale di co-creazione piuttosto che sull’autoreferenzialita. Un approccio
progettuale ispirato alla poverta implica I'accettazione della scarsita come opportunita per generare variazioni
creative, promuovendo relazioni e pratiche che superano i confini tradizionali dell’architettura.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell'esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell'espressione
grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra linguaggi.
La rivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri tema-
tici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spazio di
ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di rubri-
che che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere del-
le diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, progetto, racconto,
lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viaggio, ring,
tutorial, intervista, fundamentals — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende l'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The journal is
conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a discourse
on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sections that
offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme analysed:
editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, transla-
tion, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, interview, fundamentals.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, col-
lective perception. The principal aim of these sections is not
to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investiga-
tion of different instances of design and to provide tools and
materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Poverty is joften thought|of in strictly quantitative terms, used as a syno-
nym for s¢arcity, ladk, or as a reflection of a process of subtraction. This
congept is often placed within the realm of economics, contrasted with
confused with misery. The subject exposed to
poverty — whether it be 4 person, a population, a geographic area, or a sit-
nation — feels the weight of these connotations. A life exposed to poverty
s a miserable life, one exposed to the worst of evils as it continually con-
ronts its own limits, with|death, with its own end.

Our cul i sly denounces it as an extreme evil, as a plague
o be eradicated, asjan enemy to e fought. Yet, within our culture, there is
nid ty that is djametrically opposed to the one just described.
n (
clos an with|misfortune, something entirely separate
rom be fully explained in economic terms. In the
Gos paverty|as the essential condition for accessing

he 33; Lk 6:20). In the Middle Ages, it even
end s a[privilege’ (FF 3279), a ‘gem’ (ibid. 641); a gem
o p lled the ‘seal of the Kingdom’ (#bd. 1979).

How is it possible for poverty lto be conceived in such different ways?
n what ways is it associated with or detached from misery? How can
Chr poverty in positive, salvific terms? And, more
peq
nd
ate
To answ 2je questions, we ¢an focus on one of the religious orders
that) around the 13th century, conceived, developed, and lived the concept
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of poverty in an especially intense manner: the Franciscan order. For this
order, poverty does not consist of limited access to resources, nor in the
renunciation of individual property in favour of communal property, as
was the case in the monasteries of monastic orders, but rather in the rad-
ical renunciation of any form of ownership. The friars, or the Franciscan
sisters, to be such, ceased to possess any goods — whether objects, hous-
es, animals, or land.

This subtractive radicalisation of poverty implies the replacement of
the concept of property with another concept, crucial even for the archi-
tectural tradition, that of use. As Pope Niccolo III stated in the seal Exzit
qui seminat in reference to the Franciscans: ‘No one should think that such
renunciation of all property implies the renunciation of the use of things’
Among ‘property, possession, usufruct, the right of use, and the simple use
of fact [simplicem facti usum)’, writes the Pope, ‘the life of mortals needs the
last as necessary’ while ‘it can do without the first’ (FNF 136).

Franciscan poverty is thus based on the separation of property from use,
a separation that implies, for the friars and sisters, the simple use of things,
places, and clothing, without owning any of them (Agamben 2013, pp. 123-
145). Through this conceptualisation, Bonagrazia da Bergamo could com-
pare the way of life of the friar to that of animals, writing: ‘Tust as the horse
has the use of fact, but not the ownership of the oats it eats, so the religious
who has renounced all property has the simple use of fact of the bread,
wine, and clothing’ (Bonagrazia da Bergamo 1929, p. 511). Poverty thus
does not indicate deprivation, punishment, or castigation, but above all a
form of relationship, a relationship with something that one does not own.

This renunciation leads to an anthropological change that involves
not only the relationship with things but also with space and technol-
ogy. Since the relational device of property will no longer mediate the
relationship between bodies and the world, no architectural device - be
it the house, the city, or the monastery — can remain the privileged place
for practicing this form of ascetic life permanently exposed to a state of
necessity. While more recently the Situationists have adopted the motto
‘to inhabit is to be at home everywhere), for the Franciscans, inhabiting
meant living everywhere as strangers (FF 91; 122). Similarly, technolo-
gy does not produce any form of stability: it is neither conservative nor
appropriative. It does not serve to partition the world. The only objects
the friar can carry, aside from his clothing, are his work tools (FF 24).
For him, technology thus curiously becomes a habitus, enabling him to
inhabit the world without owning it.

The use of things, space, and technology, that poverty initiates, leads
to a metaphysical breakthrough which, through subtraction, does not
create a lack or needs but rather redefines and subverts from within the
relationship between the self and the other, between the internal and the
external, between architecture and landscape. Poverty, thus conceived,
opposes misery and does not contradict the idea of wealth or abundance.
On the contrary, as Tommaso da Celano recalls in Vita Seconda, ‘he who
moves away from poverty will be punished by misery (necessitate) (FF
654) because poverty is the condition of those who have the ability to
maintain a relationship with what they do not possess, while misery is
the opposite condition of those for whom this use of things and plac-
es is impossible, regardless of whether they possess them or not. The
two dimensions through which poverty is understood — quantitative
(scarcity) and relational (non-proprietary use) — are actually inseparable
and interrelated. Scarcity compels the friars to enter into relationships
with others, immerse themselves in the world, and make use of it, while
renouncing property paradoxically implies a subversion of scarcity into
abundance, potentially extending use to every entity.

So, how can poverty be translated into design terms?

To avoid an aestheticization or monumentalisation of history, the aim
of this reflection will not be to indicate poor or, worse yet, Franciscan
Jforms. As we have seen so far, Franciscan poverty implies an alteration in
the quality of relations between the human and the other entities that
populate the planet. If we want to try to translate this idea of poverty with
architectural forms, they must not be thought of in terms of their iden-
tity, their ontological status. We must not ask: ‘What is a poor form?’ but
rather: ‘What does it do?’; ‘how does it works?’; ‘in what way does it unfold
into reality?} ‘in what way does it move and change the bodies which it
enters into relation with?’ If we try to answer these questions, it is not pos-
sible to focus only on the architectural work. Reflecting on poverty means
reflecting on the relationships that the work establishes before and after its
realisation. It means critically integrating every aspect into the design pro-
cess: the drawing phase, the techniques employed, the realisations of the
work, its disposal, the materials, the production system, and the human
and non-human entities involved in construction and use.

If we think that property is not only one of the most important jurid-
ical devices, but an anthropological device that decodes, regularises

Fundamentals

and punctuates the field of possibility of relations between living and
non-living bodies, then a poor project is one that secks to weaken, if not
destroy, not so much property in the strict sense, but the constants that
block or hinder relations between bodies and prevent their mutual use.

As Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari stated in reference to Kakfa’s liter-
ature, poverty, as a ‘weakening of the constants’ (Deleuze, Guattari 1987,
p-104), disassembles from within the elements that constitute the reassur-
ing authorial autonomy of the project, placing at its centre not the author
- who turns out to be nothing more than a ‘figurehead’ but the relation-
ships that truly invest it. A work conceived in this sense is not and cannot
be self-referential; it does not assert ‘fuck context’ like the Rem Koolhaas’s
Bigness (Koolhaas 1995, p. 502). Because the initial condition is one of scar-
city, both the work and its authors are compelled not only to initiate con-
tinuous creative processes but also to interconnect collectively through
practices and knowledge, immersing themselves in a network of relation-
ships that continually shape and dismantle the work, even after its con-
struction. A work understood in this sense cannot claim any authorship
or declare any autonomy of the discipline; it can only recognise that every
work is always ‘a collective enunciation’ (Deleuze, Guattari 2003, p. 81).

As we stated in reference to the Franciscan reality, there is a relationship
between the two forms of poverty we have analysed so far: scarcity and
use. Since relations and quantity are connected thinking about poverty in
design therefore means ‘subtract and place in variation’ (Deleuze, Guattari
1987, p. 104), but also subtract and place in relationships. Here, subtract-
ing means working with the ‘scarcity’ of space, the ‘lack’ of resources, tal-
ents, techniques, knowledge, and personnel; working from conditions
of poverty to induce creative variations in the compositional lexicon,
uses, habitation, and objectives. The impoverishment of composition-
al and construction techniques, as well as resources, in this type of pro-
ject, which we could also call a minor project (Stoner 2012; Boano 2020),
corresponds not only to a multiplication and intensification of creative
moments, ‘an extension of variations’, a ‘proliferation of shifting effects’
(Deleuze, Guattari 1987, p. 104), but above all to the production of new
relational connections that involve both the project and the designers, as
well as the work and its inhabitants.

Such an operation is a risky endeavour. Relationships and formal var-
iations cannot be guaranteed by the project. At best, the project can be
the rationalisation of the hope that such events will happen. Poverty, as
it has been understood so far, does not rely on any transcendent security,
whether it be property, law, or a method. It is more of a field of tensions
that must be navigated with the risk of failure. Pritzker Prize winners
Alejandro Aravena (2016) and Lacaton & Vassal (2021) have demonstrat-
ed on various occasions that what matters is not simply designing forms
but ensuring that these forms can open up ‘escape routes, and that they
can ‘fabricating possibilities: “The opposite of a framing situation. It’s
about constructing this non-frame’ (Lacaton, Vassal 2020, p. 31). Only in
this way are spaces able to ‘promote relationships’ and ‘offer freedom of
usage’ (ibid., p. 33). Similarly, the interesting aspect of Aravena’s unfin-
ished projects, after all, is not only to offer sophisticated participatory
techniques that allow residents to appropriate and self-build their own
space, but to intuit and showcase that emptiness, both conceptually and
materially, is never truly empty. Where there is a lack, where there seems
to be an emptiness, there is actually a fullness of relationships, of cre-
ative and constructive possibilities. Emptiness is only empty on paper.
Everywhere else, outside the project, it is full of life.
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