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TOWARD AN ECOLOGY OF MUTUAL AID:  
POLITICS OF THE MARGIN AND MORE-THAN-HUMAN RECIPROCITY  

IN THE PRACTICE OF WURMKOS 
 
 

Introduction: Ecology of the Margin 
 

Within contemporary ecological thought, the margin has emerged as a crucial heuristic nexus. 
At once a physical space, a discursive arena, and an embodied condition, the margin allows for 
radical experimentation with epistemologies, ethics, and politics opposed to an increasingly 
unsustainable status quo. This tactical drift toward the edge represents a calculated desertion from 
modern ‘mainstream’ environmentalism, which originated in Cold War atomic anxieties, pioneering 

studies on anthropogenic environmental endangerment1 and unprecedented ‘global perspectives’ on 
Earth2. Although rebranded in the early 2000s under the fashionable banner of the 
‘Anthropocene’, this narrative remains deeply problematic. In fact, the ‘Human epoch’ hypothesis 
posits the planet as an interconnected and fragile totality – and ecological collapse as a shared, 
transnational imperative. However, ecofeminist, queer, anticapitalistic, and decolonial critiques highlight 
three fundamental aporias within this paradigm.  

Firstly, the ‘global’ rhetoric of the Anthropocene universalizes responsibility for 
environmental damage, which is, conversely, engineered within specific socioeconomic 
structures. Asserting that ‘humanity’ acts as a singular geological force indulges in a statistical 
hallucination, which enables «the military-state-corporate apparatus to disavow responsibility 
for the differentiated impacts of climate change»3 and makes all subjects complicit in a 
destructive project that is essentially capitalocentric4. Secondly, relentless catastrophic imagery 
in political and media communication risks paralyzing, rather than catalyzing, ethical 
transformation. As described by urban geographer Stephanie Wakefield, this short circuit 
inadvertently leads to «moralizing instructions on the necessity of educating the masses, using 
smarter lightbulbs, jettisoning “outdated” nature/human binaries, and supporting resilience 
gurus or a green new politician»5. Thirdly, an ecological transition dominated by the lexicon of 
resilience, sustainability, and individual empowerment ultimately reinforces, rather than radically 
question, the separation between Man and the natural world. Behind the appearance of greater 
«solidarity with non-human people»6 lies, in fact, a totalizing and intoxicating «sense of total 
overview, global and dominating, rather than a sense of humble belonging»7. Rooted in the 
modern suprematist project of the European rational subject (as inherited from Cartesian 
dualism), this perspective has historically legitimized colonial and extractive capitalism8. 
Therefore, elevating humanity to an overwhelming and irreversible global agent merely 

 
The author wishes to thank Wurmkos for sharing invaluable published and unpublished materials, for the insightful 
conversations, and for the opportunity to participate in a workshop connected to the projects discussed in this 
article; sincere gratitude is expressed to Pasquale Campanella, Patrizio Raso, and Monica Sgrò – currently a doctoral 
candidate at the Universitat Politècnica de València and the Università degli Studi di Milano-Bicocca, researching 
the intersections between relational artistic practices and political ecology. Finally, acknowledgment is due to 
Roberto Pinto, who generously granted access to essential documents from his personal archive regarding 
Wurmkos’s early years of activity. 
 
1 CARSON 1962; DORST 1965; MEADOWS ET ALII 1972.  
2 RUSSILL 2013; MENDES FLORES 2023.  
3 DEMOS 2017, p. 17.  
4 MOORE 2016. 
5 WAKEFIELD 2020, p. 10.  
6 MORTON 2017.  
7 BONNEUIL–FRESSOZ 2016, pp. 133-134. 
8 COLEBROOK 2016; MIRZOEFF 2018; YUSOFF 2018. 
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identifies the eco-catastrophe as «a new geological era ripe with human-directed opportunity»9 
for technocratic, Promethean policies, replaying «the modernist dream of mastery and control 
of nature»10. 

Against this background, radical ecological thought ties alternative epistemic, ethical, and 
political categories to the acknowledgment of the intersecting mechanisms of oppression 
obscured by the Anthropocene discourse – what Marisol de la Cadena defines as the «anthropo-
not-seen»11. Here, Joanna Zylinska’s proposal of a ‘feminist counterapocalypse’ becomes 
particularly salient. As a micro-vision «that takes seriously the geopolitical unfoldings on our 
planet while also rethinking our relations to and with it precisely as relations»12, this heuristic 
move challenges «the de facto masculinist subject that disinterestedly looks at the world as his 
possession and playground»13, aiming at dismantling the cartographic and panoptic gaze 
characteristic of the anthropocenological debate14. In opposition to late-capitalist exaggerated 
competitiveness and unrestrained growthism, attention must hence turn to resistance tactics 
enacted at the margin, understood as an assemblage of «precarious lives and bodies of human 
and nonhuman others – including the male bodies and minds that have been discarded in the 
downsizing process of disruptive semiocapitalism»15. Numerous figurations of this being-in-the-
world have emerged in recent years: from Donna Haraway’s16 ‘tentacular thinking’ and the diffuse 
vegetal intelligence investigated by Stefano Mancuso17, to the ‘undrowned’ struggle of marine 
mammals articulated by Alexis Pauline Gumbs18, and the fungal collaborations in capitalist ruins 
explored by Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing19. 

These critical inquiries suggest that to overcome the anthropocentric suprematist 
discourse is to first acknowledge that relations among the human, the nonhuman, and the more-
than-human precede human intentionality. As Tsing underlines: «In order to survive, we need 
help, and help is always the service of another, with or without intent»20. This recognition of 
constitutive vulnerability resonates with M. Beth Dempster’s notion of ‘sympoiesis’21, Jane 
Bennett’s theory of ‘vibrant matter’, 22 and Karen Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’23, which reject 
the separation of entities prior to their relations, proposing instead that being emerges through 
dynamic entanglement. Among these, Haraway’s ‘compost theory’ offers a radical ontological 
shift: «We are humus, not Homo, not anthropos; we are compost, not posthuman»24. In conclusion, a 
politics attentive to this vitality – a ‘politics of sensitivity’, as transfeminist researcher Antonia 
Anna Ferrante notes – dissolves «the identitarian boundaries of a ‘we’ burdened with the mission 
of saving ‘them’, the planet, the animals, the inert and passive others»25, seeking new modes of 
coexistence grounded in shared fragility and ongoing collaboration. 

 

 
9 ELLIS 2012. On the ambiguity of a ‘Good Anthropocene’, see also CRUTZEN 2002; STEFFEN–CRUTZEN–
MCNEILL 2007; ELLIS 2009; CRUTZEN–SCHWÄGERL 2011. 
10 FREMAUX 2019, p. 99. 
11 DE LA CADENA 2015. 
12 ZYLINSKA 2018, p. 52.  
13 Ibidem. 
14 See INGOLD 1993, pp. 31-32; COSGROVE 2001; ALAIMO 2016; DAVIS ET ALII 2019; BORSELLI 2024.  
15 ZYLINSKA 2018, p. 58.  
16 HARAWAY 2016. 
17 MANCUSO 2018. 
18 GUMBS 2020. 
19 LOWENHAUPT TSING 2015. 
20 Ivi, p. 29. 
21 DEMPSTER 2000. 
22 BENNETT 2010. 
23 BARAD 2007. 
24 HARAWAY 2016, p. 55. 
25 FERRANTE 2022, p. 35.  
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A Continuous, Exaggerated, and Collective Effort: Living (Together) as Form in the Practice of Wurmkos 
 

Within the landscape of Italian artistic initiatives26 that have most radically interrogated the 
political ramifications and relational potentialities of the margin, Wurmkos occupies a pivotal 
position. The genesis of the group is inextricably entangled with the complex socio-economic 
fabric of Sesto San Giovanni, a former industrial stronghold on the outskirts of Milan. During 
the 1980s, this territory was traversed by an acute crisis precipitated by the deindustrialization 
process – specifically the dismantling of historical industrial leviathans such as Breda and Falck. 
This structural collapse resulted not only in widespread economic hardship and urban decay but 
also in the necessity to redefine social cohesion amidst shifting demographics and intensifying 
migratory flows27. It is within this fractured milieu that the Cooperativa Lotta contro l’Emarginazione28 
(Anti-Marginalization Cooperative) emerged in 1981 in the Parpagliona neighborhood. 
Predicated upon the recognition of the inalienable dignity of the entire social body – most 
notably the marginalized – the consortium articulated a comprehensive spectrum of actions. 
These interventions ranged from educational support and professional training to clinical 
assistance for vulnerable subjects, including substance addicts and HIV-positive individuals. 
Additionally, the initiative established reception structures and consultation forums. 

Wurmkos was thus established in 1987 from the convergence of Pasquale Campanella, 
then an emerging visual artist, and Claudio Palvarini, co-founder of the Cooperativa. Situated 
within the Cooperative’s operational and axiological framework, it aimed at providing a long-
term, open visual arts workshop. This project deliberately blurred the conventional boundaries 
between the aesthetic and the social, tracing the «path of the continuity/contiguity between art 
and life»29. The core group comprised professional artists, citizens from varying social 
backgrounds, and, crucially, individuals experiencing psychic distress. This composition 
functioned as a foundational statement: by refusing to separate the aesthetic act from civic 
engagement, it positioned the lab as a horizontal space where every participant possessed full 
creative and political agency. Simona Bordone, independent curator and President of Fondazione 
Wurmkos since 2011, characterizes the Cooperativa as a «pilot community […] due to its 
‘Basaglian’ inspired management modalities»30. This evocation of Franco Basaglia is far from 
fortuitous. Basaglia’s anti-institutional psychiatric experiments in Trieste established a new 
sociopolitical paradigm for mental illness, culminating in the abolition of the Italian asylum 
system via Legge 180 (1978). Crucially, this lineage explicitly oriented the Cooperative’s mission 
to engage with the matter of psychic ‘diversity’ in its dual subjective and structural dimensions. 
This approach has been lucidly synthesized by Palvarini himself as a pragmatical awareness: 
 

that the issue of mental illness was (also) a social issue came naturally to us precisely from working 
with other subjects and other problems, social ones in fact, and it could not be conceived 
otherwise whether we were dealing with the ‘mad person’ instead of the young person from the 
periphery or the ‘addict’31.  

 
Consistent with this ethos, Wurmkos translates Basaglia’s principle of relational proximity into 
artistic practice, explicitly rejecting the therapeutic distance inherent to both institutional 

 
26 Although often overlooked by international studies of eco-art history and criticism – more frequently centered 
on North America and, in more recent years, the Global South – Italian art has provided fundamental, albeit 
fragmentary, contributions to the debate on contemporary creativity, ecology, and the public sphere: among others, 
see at least DANTINI 2012; BINDI 2019; BORSELLI 2023; GARACCI 2025. 
27 SUDATI 2008; MORO 2017; GARRUCCIO–ZANISI 2018.  
28 www.cooplotta.org/ <30 October 2025>.  
29 LONGARI 2005, p. 57.  
30 BORDONE 2005, p. 27.  
31 PALVARINI 2005, p. 7. 

http://www.cooplotta.org/
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treatment and the methodologies of art therapy32. Eschewing medical supervision and clinical 
teleology, the group’s practice focuses exclusively on collective creation and mutual recognition. 
This approach also situates Wurmkos in sharp contrast to the essentializing taxonomies of 
Outsider Art33 or Art Brut34. Premised upon the trope of individual genius or abnormality, these 
labels risk aestheticizing or commodifying mental distress, ultimately reproducing ableist and 
discriminatory binaries between ‘irregular’ and ‘regular’ artists. Wurmkos firmly embeds its work 
within the culture and practice of contemporary art. However, it maintains a critical distance 
from the ephemeral, depoliticized, and ultimately hierarchical traits often attributed to relational 
aesthetics35 and participatory art36. Scholarship has scrutinized these paradigms for their failure 
to interrogate the artist’s centrality, vertical power dynamics, or their capacity to advance 
alternative socio-political schemes37. Conversely, Wurmkos grounds its practice in long-term 
duration38 (spanning nearly four decades), shared responsibility, and a non-market-driven 
collaborative methodology, aligning with the category of «living as form»39. Here, the priority 
shifts from generating gallery-ready objects to fostering tactics of being-with – a sustained 
coabitare40 (living together) –, where fairer social relationships constitute the work’s primary form 
and ethical commitment. Consequently, Pasquale Campanella’s agency radically diverges not 
only from the Western romantic tradition of the solitary (male) author but also from the 
persisting privileges frequently retained by art professionals in community-based projects41. Art 
historians Carlo Maccioni and Francesca Farci aptly reframe Campanella as a «midwife, 
mediator, proponent, and promoter, a master of “beauty policies”»42. This establishes a 
«“deliriously anarchic” artistic approach capable of creating a group identity without flattening 
the different personalities involved and their styles»43.  

This durational, process-oriented, and horizontal ethos – defined by the group as a 
«continuous, exaggerated, and collective effort»44 – frames the exhibition as a site of dual 
potentiality. On the one hand, Wurmkos appropriates the exhibition format to leverage the 
validation and reputational mechanisms of the art system45. On the other hand, the group 
mobilizes the exhibiting apparatus to problematize normative conventions of display and 
authorship, transcending the local specificity of Sesto San Giovanni46. This constitutive 
commitment to relational proximity thus extends to the politics of spectatorship, reorienting 
the ‘visitor’ from a passive visual consumer into an active, generative agent: 
  

The places that Wurmkos constructs directly involve those who pass through them, prompting 
them to act within a context that arises from a process of interaction between Wurmkos’ elements 
and the possibilities that the audience expands and continues, with the potential and even 
unexpected configurations of the project, which, once entrusted to others, develop and enrich the 
initial meaning47. 

 
32 HILL 1945; HOGAN 2001.  
33 CARDINAL 1972.  
34 PEIRY 2001; DANCHIN 2003.  
35 BOURRIAUD 2002. 
36 BISHOP 2012. 
37 MILLER 2016.  
38 LOCATING THE PRODUCERS 2011. 
39 LIVING AS FORM 2012.  
40 COABITARE L’ISOLA 2022. 
41 See KESTER 2011, p. 192.  
42 MACCIONI–FARCI 2021, p. 7.  
43 Ibidem. 
44 WURMKOS 2005, p. 13.  
45 For an analysis of artistic capitalism as reputational labor, see ESTREMO 2020. 
46 On the discursive transition from ‘site specificity’ to ‘community specificity’, traced through case studies of US 
public art, see KWON 2002.  
47 BORDONE–CAMPANELLA 2017, unnumbered pages. 
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Exemplifying this ethos, the exhibition Wurmkos Design (Viafarini, Milan, 1992) (Fig. 1) 
investigated the intersection of spontaneous artistic production and functional design. 
Developed in collaboration with figures such as Maurizio Barberis, Paolo Deganello, Elio 
Grazioli, and Alessandro Mendini, the project effectively dissolved the professional binary 
between aesthetic and utilitarian objects48. This was followed by the immersive environment 
Eden (collateral event of the XLIX International Art Exhibition of the Venice Biennale, 2001) (Fig. 
2), which transformed the venue into a site of sensorial and relational co-habitation, framing the 
‘work’ as the shared ecosystem experienced by participants49. Abitare (2000-2004) stands as the 
group’s most significant inquiry into collective dwelling. Spanning four years and involving the 
residents of Comunità Parpagliona, the project explicitly subverted the logics of display. Instead, 
it reconfigured the habitation of architectural space into a sustained aesthetic experiment, 
foregrounding environmental care and non-hierarchical relationships50.  

Wurmkos solidified its institutional framework in 2011 with the establishment of the 
Fondazione Wurmkos Onlus, mandated to safeguard the group’s methodological legacy. Following 
this development, the Foundation inaugurated Farmacia Wurmkos (2013) in Sesto San Giovanni. 
Occupying a former municipal pharmacy, this site operates as a hybrid operational nexus: it 
functions simultaneously as a workshop, archive, exhibition space, and social interface. By 
physically embedding the laboratory within the local territory, the Farmacia acts as a generative 
organism, perpetuating the collective’s synthesis of social and aesthetic engagement. 
 
 

An Isomorphism of Violence:  
La passione del grano (2017), Berta (2019), Andare con le radici (2023) 
 

Since 2017, Wurmkos’ practice – defined by the nexus of relational proximity, community-based 
aesthetics, and political antagonism – has expanded significantly toward political ecology. This 
trajectory extrapolates the collective’s focus on the socially marginalized subject to address 
intersectional processes of domination and bordering manifesting across more-than-human 
dimensions. Although this theoretical framework was solidified recently, it traces its roots to 
projects like Cénte (2010-2013). Developed in Latronico (Potenza) for the Associazione 
Culturale Vincenzo De Luca, this work investigated the subaltern epistemologies of Southern 
Italian material culture51. From this vantage point, the group posits a profound structural 
continuity: the normative oppression inflicted upon the pathologized subject mirrors the 
systematic depredation of the biosphere – an isomorphism of violence connecting body and 
earth. Furthermore, this body of work mobilizes vegetal life, Indigenous ecological 
epistemologies, and principles of environmental justice as vectors for developing radical tactics 
of cohabitation. Operationally, this phase is anchored in long-term, processual installations and 
participatory workshops situated within PAV – Parco Arte Vivente in Turin, an experimental 
center for contemporary art conceived and founded by Piero Gilardi in 2006. The selection of 
this venue is not merely circumstantial, but reflects the institution’s foundational ecological and 
relational vocation – dedicated since its inception to exploring the nexus between art and nature 
through its permanent collection, temporary exhibitions, and pedagogical programs. Crucially, 
the collaboration establishes a genealogical resonance between Wurmkos’s poetics and Gilardi’s 
own militant praxis. This connection is rooted in Gilardi’s historical trajectory – specifically his 

 
48 http://www.viafarini.org/10/wurmkos---wurmkos-design/ <30 October 2025>.  
49 http://wurmkos.blogspot.com/p/eden.html <30 October 2025>. 
50 http://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_d7r1BqtX89cXZ2Q2hwSXBRbWc/view?resourcekey=0-yA_DZG7k2lV 
DtPJdGULLEA <30 October 2025>. 
51 http://www.associazionevincenzodeluca.com/progetti/Wurmkos/Wurmkos.htm <30 October 2025>.  

http://www.viafarini.org/10/wurmkos---wurmkos-design/
http://wurmkos.blogspot.com/p/eden.html
http://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_d7r1BqtX89cXZ2Q2hwSXBRbWc/view?resourcekey=0-yA_DZG7k2lVDtPJdGULLEA
http://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_d7r1BqtX89cXZ2Q2hwSXBRbWc/view?resourcekey=0-yA_DZG7k2lVDtPJdGULLEA
http://www.associazionevincenzodeluca.com/progetti/Wurmkos/Wurmkos.htm
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decade-long tactical withdrawal from the mainstream art system in 1968 to forge alliances with 
the FIAT workers’ movement and the anti-psychiatric struggles52. 

Curated by Marco Scotini at PAV in 2017, La passione del grano (The Passion of Grain) 
marked the group’s programmatic entry into the ecological field. Explicitly negating immediate 
aesthetic consumption, the intervention unfolded through the diachronic rhythm of the 
agricultural cycle, commencing with the on-site sowing of wheat in late 2016 (Figg. 3-4). Its 
conceptual framework was anchored in the anthropological history of the Lucanian peasant 
world: appropriating the title of Lino Del Fra’s 1960 eponymous ethnographic film, the project 
reactivated Ernesto De Martino’s seminal category of the ‘crisi della presenza’ (crisis of presence)53. 
Wurmkos decoded the harvest as a polysemic act, one that dialectically intertwines the ‘killing’ 
of the grain with the guarantee of communal sustenance. Crucially, the work cited the archaic 
rite depicted in Del Fra’s documentary, wherein farm laborers enacted a choreography of 
‘vengeance’ for the grain’s death. This involved the mimetic hunting of a scapegoat (a symbolic 
animal blamed for the winter’s ‘vegetal void’), followed by the ritual denuding of a woman – a 
propitiatory offering of her garments to the fields to invoke renewed fertility. The ritual’s 
political climax manifested in the symbolic divestment and mockery of the landowner (played 
by an actor in Del Fra’s film), who was finally compelled to provide libations to the entire 
community of reapers.  

Through this intervention, Wurmkos deployed the ritual to enact forms of communal 
sustenance while challenging the logic of land ownership and extractive capitalism. The project’s 
participatory framework served as a conduit for trans-generational, interdisciplinary knowledge 
transfer. The fabrication of the Gregna (or Sciglio) – a monumental votive structure – relied on 
the mediation of expert binders from Episcopia (Basilicata), who instructed participants in the 
non-standardized manual skills of sheaf weaving. Composed of approximately 5,000 ears of 
grain, the installation was situated in the courtyard to function as habitat and shelter for local 
avian life. This displacement of function – reorienting the labor-benefit dynamic between 
human agents and nonhuman entities – instituted a concrete logic of multi-species reciprocity, 
dissolving the aesthetic object into a functional ecological relationship. The exhibition grounded 
the physical installation within a broader historical apparatus, incorporating archival 
photographs by Ando Gilardi and Franco Pinna (Fig. 5). 

With Berta (PAV, 2019), Wurmkos radicalized its ecological critique, extending it into the 
domain of socio-environmental justice within a rigorous decolonial and anti-capitalist 
framework. The installation functioned as a memorial apparatus dedicated to Berta Cáceres 
(1971/1972/1973-2016), the Lenca Indigenous leader assassinated for her militant opposition 
to corporate hydroelectric infrastructure on the Rio Gualcarque54 (Fig. 6). While constituting a 
situated tribute to grassroots resistance against the ‘necropolitics’55 of the Anthropocene, the 
work simultaneously reclaimed the epistemologies of peasant material culture, pitting principles 
of circularity and seasonal cycles against the linear, extractive temporality of capital. In doing so, 
it aimed to subvert the established protocols of commodification and anthropocentric control56. 
To this end, the installation entailed the planting of twelve black grape vine stocks, trained to 
form a vigna a topia (trellis vineyard) – a botanical architecture conceived as a pergolato/casa 
(pergola/house) (Fig. 7).  

Within the framework of political ecology, the project enacted a strategic withdrawal of 
aesthetic control, deferring to the spontaneous vegetal agency of the vine. The architectural 
support was conceived not as a fixed form, but as a structure to be negotiated and assimilated by 

 
52 See PIERO GILARDI 2017; SEROTTI 2025. 
53 DE MARTINO 1962.  
54 CURIEL–BARROS–OLIVEIRA 2021. 
55 MBEMBE 2003.  
56 See KENNEDY 2017; FRASER 2022.  
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the plant’s organic expansion, embodying an ethic of more-than-human care that entailed 
«accompanying the growth of plants, […] observing them to accommodate their intentions»57. 
This ethical posture deeply resonates with feminist theories of care. Defined by Joan Tronto and 
Bernice Fisher as «a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and 
repair our world so that we can live in it as well as possible»58, care is here understood – following 
ecofeminist scholar María Puig de la Bellacasa – as «concomitant to the continuation of life for 
many living beings in more than human entanglements – not forced upon them by a moral order, 
and not necessarily a rewarding obligation»59. Beyond its ecological function, the pergola served 
as a nexus of conviviality and political organization for activists and residents.  

Wurmkos’ latest major intervention, Andare con le radici (Going with the Roots, PAV, 
2023), functions as a critical synthesis of social critique and posthumanist exploration, asserting 
the margin as a nexus for «cultivating perspectives that may help us understand our plurality»60. 
Situated within the collective show Il parlamento delle cose (The Parliament of Things) – an homage 
to Bruno Latour’s call for extending democratic representation to nonhumans61 –, the 
intervention served as a laboratory for unlearning the violent operations of normative 
categorization. By intersecting ‘biodiversity’ (as the prerequisite for resilient environments) with 
neurodiversity (as the affirmation of cognitive plurality against the normative construct of 
psychic ‘sanity’), the project materialized as a performative process of ‘self-vegetalization’ (Fig. 
8). Through participatory workshops, subjects were invited to «dress their bodies» with botanical 
imagery, undergoing a temporary metamorphosis into a «vegetal person»62. The final phase, 
deploying branches and bamboo as prosthetic links (inspired by the Polynesian mattang), 
generated non-geographical ‘maps of experience’ (Fig. 9). In doing so, the work prefigured 
tactics of cohabitation based on diffused intelligence, decentralized politics, and collective care, 
mobilizing Stefano Mancuso’s botanical findings and adopting Donna Haraway’s ‘tentacular 
thinking’ to unthink human exceptionalism. 
 
 

Conclusions: Arts and Ecologies of Mutual Aid 
 

In All Art is Ecological (2018), the prominent philosopher Timothy Morton tackles the 
imbrication between ecological thought and contemporary artistic production. Expanding upon 
their earlier theorization of ‘hyperobjects’ – entities so vast and distributed as to remain 
constitutively unintelligible to the human sensorium63 – Morton posits that «the experience of 
art provides a model for the kind of coexistence ecological ethics and politics wants to achieve 
between humans and nonhumans»64. For the British thinker, this ‘ecological relationship’ – 
defined as a mode of «coexisting nonviolently with nonhuman beings»65 – manifests when the 
spectator surrenders to the ‘seduction’ of the artwork, allowing for an affective agency to emerge 
and elicit a sensation of attunement. However, this phenomenological approach reveals an array 
of profound critical inconsistencies, primarily stemming from its constitutive omission of socio-
political framework. As argued by researcher and activist Marco Baravalle, in fact, «such a 
potentially ecological relationship is only established on the condition of leaving aside any 

 
57 Document shared by Wurmkos with the author.  
58 TRONTO–FISHER 1990, p. 40.  
59 PUIG DE LA BELLACASA 2017, p. 70.  
60 Document shared by Wurmkos with the author.  
61 LATOUR 1993. 
62 Document shared by Wurmkos with the author. 
63 MORTON 2013. 
64 MORTON 2018, p. 3. 
65 Ivi, p. 43.  



Toward an Ecology of Mutual Aid:  
Politics of the Margin and More-than-Human Reciprocity in the Practice of Wurmkos  

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

129 
Studi di Memofonte 35/2025 

consideration of the institutional context, any analysis of the power relations, asymmetries, 
capture dispositifs, and toxic philanthropy»66 that act on, against, and through the work of art.  

 The first contradiction emerges in Morton’s assertion that «aesthetic experience is about 
solidarity with what is given [...] for no reason in particular, with no agenda in particular»67. 
Framing solidarity as an ambiguous ‘alreadiness’ – a generic receptivity devoid of specific 
political intent – obscures the entanglements of interests and oppressions such solidarity might 
serve or suppress. Moreover, it displaces the entire responsibility for formulating a response to 
ecological collapse onto the individual subject, inadvertently reiterating the statistical 
hallucination of the Anthropocene’s abstract rhetoric. A second paradox arises from the 
conflation of artistic potential with an ‘inherently disturbing’ effect. By reducing the aesthetic 
experience to a direct encounter with inanimate matter (and contemporary art to mere artifact), 
Morton suggests that art facilitates a «telepathic mind meld with something that stands for the 
worst possible fate of a human subject, being turned into an object»68. Far from radicalizing the 
discourse, this proposal to ‘suffer with’ non-living entities counterintuitively reinforces the 
colonial dualism between the human subject and the more-than-human world, reproducing an 
ethical drive predicated upon a passive, inert, and romanticized notion of ‘Nature’. The final 
and perhaps most significant contradiction lies in Morton’s reactionary identification of 
aesthetics with conventional notions of beauty and mystery; art, in this view, offers «a fantastic, 
‘impossible’ access to the inaccessible [...] to the mysterious reality of things», while 
informational strategies fail to be «artistic enough»69. Since an artwork is itself a nonhuman 
being, all art is consequently – albeit controversially – ecological per se: «[e]cologically explicit art 
is simply art that brings this solidarity with the nonhuman to the foreground»70.  

Ultimately, Morton’s analysis of the intersections between art and ecology provides an 
essentializing and universalistic framework – effectively reinstating the very fallacious and 
pacifying rhetoric that ecofeminist, decolonial, and anticapitalist critique has rigorously labored 
to dismantle. On one hand, this perspective absolves cultural institutions, artists and critics from 
the burden of defining a concrete ecological approach to production; on the other, it neutralizes 
the antagonistic potential of art, effectively re-inscribing the hegemony of the Western canon. 
Beyond constituting a mere depoliticization of the ecological debate, such a paradigm offers a 
deliberate theoretical legitimation for the neoliberal co-optation and spectacularization of the 
environmental crisis. As Oliver Marchart argues regarding the rhetorical commonplace that art 
is political precisely by not being explicitly political, this stance allows the system to «capitalize 
on the symbolic value of “political art” while at the same time making the politicization of art 
impossible»71. In this sense, Morton’s updated version of Adorno’s aesthetic autonomy provides 
the reactionary politics of the contemporary institutional art system with a fundamental 
instrument for maintaining the status quo.  

Against this theoretical backdrop, Wurmkos operates in a diametrically opposed direction. 
By rejecting the Mortonian tenets of objecthood, spectacle, and depoliticization, the group’s 
practice exposes the interlocking logic of the marginalization of neurodivergent subjects and the 
systematic exploitation of more-than-human life, oppressed peoples, and natural resources. 
Crucially, the recognition of dehumanization as a strategy of subjection and domination – 
applied transversally to the environment, to nonhuman living beings, and to the human subjects 
discarded by processes of capitalist optimization – serves not merely as a diagnosis of our 
current cultural metabolism, but becomes the point of departure for experimenting with 

 
66 BARAVALLE 2024, pp. 45-46 (emphasis in original).  
67 MORTON 2018, p. 58 (emphasis in original).  
68 Ivi, p. 73. 
69 Ivi, pp. 4, 57.  
70 Ivi, p. 58.  
71 MARCHART 2019, p. 14.  
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alternative, more just forms of relation. The extension of Wurmkos’s participatory, enduring, 
and artistically anarchic practice into the realm of political ecology thus sharply departs from a 
tokenistic cosmetic adjustment; rather, it stands as the culmination of a broader methodological 
formulation of anti-anthropocentric, anti-capitalist, and anti-ableist cohabitation. As such, this 
approach actively embodies the ethos of ‘disabled ecologies’ theorized by academic and activist 
Sunaura Taylor; eschewing a return to a pristine, normative nature, Wurmkos enacts a «vision 
of living with: a refusal to abandon those who have been harmed, and an insistence on staying 
with the trouble of a troubled landscape»72. In the post-industrial, capitalist ruins of Sesto San 
Giovanni, the group embraces precisely those bodies and territories that mainstream 
environmentalism often discards as ‘ecological others’73, that is, subjects deemed unfit for the 
ableist narratives of wilderness conservation and planetary stewardship. By activating the 
structural homology between neurodiversity and biodiversity74 – a paradigm that redefines 
cognitive variance not as a deficit, but as a prerequisite for sociopolitical resistance akin to 
species richness in healthy ecosystems – Wurmkos converts the stigma of fragility into a 
generative site for intersectional, collaborative, and ongoing alliances. In doing so, the group 
opposes the destructive model of human exceptionalism – revealing its violent nature as 
fundamentally white, masculine, capitalist, and ecocidal – and refuses to reinforce an 
exclusionary politicization masked as ethical neutrality. 

Ultimately, this methodological shift is operationalized through what Wurmkos itself – in 
the context of a 2023 workshop held in Florence – has explicitly framed as an ecology of mutuo 
appoggio (Mutual Aid)75. Drawing upon the evolutionary theory formulated in the early twentieth 
century by the Russian anarchist and naturalist Pëtr Alekseevič Kropotkin, the group reactivates 
mutual aid as both a biological factor of evolution and an ethical inspiration: a mechanism wherein 
the survival of a species is predicated not on internecine competition, but on intraspecific and 
interspecific cooperation76. Within Wurmkos’s praxis, this concept translates into a structural 
alliance between the fragility of the neurodivergent subject, the struggles of subaltern peoples, and 
the vulnerability of the ecosystem. In projects such as La passione del grano, Berta, and Andare con le 
radici, the Kropotkinian principle is stripped of any utopian naivety and applied as a survival tactic 
amidst the ruins of capitalogenic collapse. Here, the sharing of the harvest with avian life, the 
reactivation of Indigenous epistemologies and Southern Italian peasant material culture, and the 
somatic hybridization with plant matter do not function as symbolic gestures, but as concrete 
rehearsals of a non-hierarchical and non-anthropocentric co-existence. 

It is precisely this performative dimension that signals the fundamental transition from 
the reactionary and pacifying notion of ‘solidarity’ with the nonhuman – often championed by 
the Anthropocene discourse – to a radical praxis of more-than-human reciprocity. By 
embedding the artistic act within long-term cycles of care and biological necessity, Wurmkos 
escapes the pitfalls of what artists Isa Fremeaux and Jay Jordan have identified as ‘extractivist 
art’: a mode of production that might ‘speak about’, ‘explore’, or attempt to ‘visibilize’ ecological 
issues, yet whose «relationship with life is that of a resource rather than acts of reciprocity»77. 
Whereas extractivist art serves primarily to legitimize the institution and the artist’s career – 
converting the suffering of the earth into ‘good art’ – Wurmkos’s refusal of aesthetic autonomy, 
individual authorship, and object-oriented practice short-circuits this mechanism. In the group’s 
foundational practice, this reciprocity manifested long before the recent ‘ecological turn’ 
through the rejection of therapeutic distance and isolation: neither Campanella nor the 

 
72 TAYLOR 2024, p. 6.  
73 RAY 2013.  
74 SINGER 2017.  
75 http://lnx.scriptafestival.it/vii-essere-comunita/ <30 October 2025>.  
76 KROPOTKIN 1902.  
77 THE LABORATORY OF INSURRECTIONARY IMAGINATION 2024, p. 63.  
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Cooperativa Lotta contro l’Emarginazione aimed to ‘save’ the fragile subject, but rather inhabited with 
them a space of shared vulnerability where the roles of author and user collapse.  

Translated into the ecological sphere, this ethic fully unfolds as a mechanism of resource 
redistribution and epistemic justice. In La passione del grano, reciprocity becomes literally metabolic: 
by subtracting the harvest from the logic of profit and even from that of musealization, the grain 
is returned to the local biological cycle as nourishment for avifauna, transforming the installation 
into a collective feeder that serves nonhuman life rather than merely representing it. Similarly, in 
Berta, the renunciation of sculptural control in favor of the vine’s autonomous growth configures 
the work not as a static monument, but as a pact of coexistence requiring constant maintenance, 
binding the political memory of the assassinated activist to the material survival of the plant. 
Finally, in Andare con le radici, reciprocity becomes somatic: through corporeal hybridization with 
vegetal matter, the human subject does not ‘gaze at’ nature but acknowledges their inherent 
existence as humus, recognizing that their own psychophysical survival depends on a pre-
intentional sympoietic entanglement with the other-than-self. 

In sum, Wurmkos’s ecology of mutual aid marks the transcendence of mere spectator 
‘solidarity’ – often paternalistic and detached – toward a radical praxis of ‘reciprocity’. Here, art 
ceases to be either a mirror for the narcissism of a wealthy elite or a spectacle of apocalyptic 
paralysis, and becomes an experiment in common survival: a space where fragility is no longer 
a stigma to be invisibilized or rectified, but the fundamental condition for counteracting coercive 
atomization and acknowledging ourselves as part of the same living – albeit fractured – matter. 
Recalling Franco Basaglia’s lucid and prescient words:  
 

We, the champions of the great Western civilization which asserts the values of the individual, of 
the spirit, and of reason, find ourselves weakened and destroyed by a system whose logic survives 
on our weakness, on our acquiescence, and on the manipulation of this weakness and this 
acquiescence. The absolute values that have always been held up to us (the pride of our civilization 
populated by saints and heroes) have acted – in their unattainability and inhuman perfection – as 
an instrument of domination through the game of guilt in those unable to achieve them, and as a 
training in compromise and in the acceptance of one’s own impotence for the obstinate few who 
attempt to do so. The distance between the absolute and the relative, when the value proposed as 
unique is absolute, serves as an instrument of subjection, dependency, and manipulation; it serves 
to render every action absolutely relative (and thus empty, useless, devoid of meaning) in the eyes 
of the doer; it serves to enforce the supine and uncritical acceptance of the inhuman condition in 
which one lives78. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
78 BASAGLIA 1972, p. xviii.  
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Fig. 1: Wurmkos, Wurmkos Design, 1992, Viafarini, Milan. Ph. Antonio Maniscalco. 
Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 2: Wurmkos, Eden, 2001, Spazio Berengo, Murano (VE). Ph. Annalisa Guidetti. 
Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
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Fig. 3: Wurmkos, La passione del grano, 2017, wheat sowing, PAV – Parco d’Arte 
Vivente, Turin. Ph. Patrizio Raso. Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 4: Wurmkos, La passione del grano, 2017, wheat harvest, PAV – Parco d’Arte 
Vivente, Turin. Ph. Valentina Bonomonte. Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
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Fig. 5: Wurmkos, La passione del grano, 2017, exhibition view, PAV – Parco d’Arte 
Vivente, Turin. Ph. Valentina Bonomonte. Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 6: Wurmkos, Berta, 2019, PAV – Parco d’Arte Vivente, Turin. Ph. Patrizio Raso. 
Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
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Fig. 7: Wurmkos, Berta, 2019, PAV – Parco d’Arte Vivente, Turin. Ph. Patrizio Raso. 
Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 8: Wurmkos, Andare con le radici, 2023, PAV – Parco d’Arte Vivente, Turin. Ph. 
Patrizio Raso. Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
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Fig. 9: Wurmkos, Andare con le radici, 2022, workshop, Farmacia Wurmkos, Sesto San Giovanni 
(MI). Ph. Francesca Marconi. Courtesy Fondazione Wurmkos 
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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Situated at the intersection of visual arts and the legacy of psychiatric de-institutionalization, the 
decades-long practice of Wurmkos (founded in 1987 in Sesto San Giovanni, Italy) offers a 
paradigmatic case for a radical political ecology of the margin. By tracing the group’s trajectory 
from the post-industrial crisis to recent experiments in eco-art, the research unveils a structural 
isomorphism between the pathologization of neurodivergent subjectivity and the systematic 
exploitation of environmental resources. Mobilizing Kropotkin’s evolutionary theory of ‘mutual 
aid’ alongside ecofeminist, decolonial, and anticapitalist thought, Wurmkos’s methodology of 
‘cohabitation’ is here reinterpreted not merely as social inclusion, but as an abdication of 
anthropocentric sovereignty. Through site-specific interventions such as La passione del grano 
(2017), Berta (2019), and Andare con le radici (2023), the collective enacts tactics of more-than-
human reciprocity and resistance against intersectional forms of oppression. Relinquishing 
aesthetic control to vegetal agency and prioritizing sympoietic dependency over autonomous 
production, these practices dismantle the extractivist and necropolitical logic of the 
Anthropocene, positing the margin as the generative humus for fairer modes of coexistence 
grounded in shared fragility and ongoing collaboration. 
 
 
Situata all’intersezione tra le arti visive e l’eredità della deistituzionalizzazione psichiatrica, la 
pratica pluridecennale di Wurmkos (fondato nel 1987 a Sesto San Giovanni) offre un caso 
paradigmatico per un’ecologia politica radicale del margine. Ripercorrendo la traiettoria del 
gruppo dalla crisi post-industriale alle recenti sperimentazioni di arte ecologica, la ricerca svela 
un’omologia strutturale tra la patologizzazione della soggettività neurodivergente e lo 
sfruttamento sistematico delle risorse ambientali. Mobilitando la teoria evolutiva del «mutuo 
appoggio» di Kropotkin unitamente al pensiero ecofemminista, decoloniale e anticapitalista, la 
metodologia della «coabitazione» di Wurmkos viene qui riletta non come inclusione sociale, 
bensì come abdicazione della sovranità antropocentrica. Attraverso interventi site-specific quali La 
passione del grano (2017), Berta (2019) e Andare con le radici (2023), il gruppo mette in atto tattiche 
di reciprocità più-che-umana e di resistenza contro forme intersezionali di oppressione. 
Rinunciando al controllo estetico in favore dell’agency vegetale e privilegiando la dipendenza 
simpoietica rispetto alla produzione autonoma, tali pratiche decostruiscono la logica estrattiva e 
necropolitica dell’Antropocene, ponendo il margine quale humus generativo per modalità di 
coesistenza più giuste basate sulla fragilità condivisa e sulla collaborazione continua. 


