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8. The Social Role of Education 
and Research 

8.1 His mentors
A child of the 1963 student demonstrations, which asserted an identi-
ty claim on the need to integrate design research with the education 
of the architect, Alberto Seassaro, immediately after graduating, set 
about putting down roots at Politecnico di Milano, advancing research 
proposals aimed at renewing the contents of design pedagogy and, 
from the outset, undertaking teaching-assistant activities that saw 
him engaged not only in Milan but also at Politecnico di Torino and the 
University of Pescara.

Indeed, Alberto Seassaro’s professional activity, outlined in the pre-
vious chapters, which led him to realize works in industrialized building, 
interior architecture, design, and art, though intense and at times fre-
netic, never diverted him from the university world.

It is 1964: Alberto Seassaro and Ugo La Pietra, freshly graduated, 
submit a proposal for a research project titled La ricerca morfologica. 
Proposta per una sistematizzazione della bibliografia sui problemi del-
la forma. Contributo alla organizzazione della biblioteca dell’Istituto di 
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Composizione e all’approntamento degli strumenti didattici per i corsi 
[Morphological Research. Proposal for a Systematization of the Bibli-
ography on Problems of Form. Contribution to Organizing the Library 
of the Istituto di Composizione and to Preparing Teaching Tools for the 
Courses]. The research, an immediate outgrowth of their thesis, would 
receive two subsequent ministerial grants aimed at defining criteria 
and principles for establishing a section of the library of the nascent 
Istituto di Composizione [Institute of Composition] in the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture at Politecnico di Milano, dedicated to issues of form for the 
use of Architecture students.

The specific sectors of the disciplines on aesthetics, semiotics, 
the psychology and physiology of perception, etc., have always 
been covered ‘by proxy’ by the architect, without the constructive 
bases necessary for this operation, with a mechanism entirely 
analogous to that of the sociological and economic sciences with 
respect to urban planning. Therefore, this bibliography arises from 
the need to confront decisively the cultural debate on the prob-
lems of modern architecture through an adequate knowledge of 
problems of form and the definition of the critical and operational 
level at which the architect himself can intervene. (La Pietra, U. & 
Seassaro, A., La ricerca morfologica. Proposta per una sistema-
tizzazione della bibliografia sui problemi della forma. Parte prima 
– L’approccio deduttivo, 1964)

These were the years that saw, at Politecnico di Milano, the establish-
ment of the first research institutes aimed at teaching (the future De-
partments) and, with them, the first experiments on methods and mo-
dalities for transferring research contents into the educational sphere. 
In the years that followed, relations between research and teaching 
would become a distinctive trait in Alberto Seassaro’s academic tra-
jectory. Likewise, the very subject of the research project – the design 
of infrastructures for knowledge and knowing, such as a departmental 
library – already represents a first, clear sign of his engagement with, 
and attention to, the university institution and its organizational forms.

These are the beginnings. But the premises of what would come 
later are already discernible. On the one hand, the theoretical and ex-
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perimental approach to problems of form stemming from his 
training in the visual arts; on the other, attention to forms of in-
novation and industrialization of technologies, manufactured 
elements, and building processes. Each of these themes, 
though still in an embryonic state, lays the groundwork for 
the accomplished developments that would characterize the 
years of academic maturity.

In addition to his research activities, Alberto Seassaro was 
immediately involved by Ludovico Belgiojoso, Vittoriano Vi-
ganò, and Cesare Blasi in teaching within the disciplinary area 
of Composizione architettonica [Architectural Composition]. 
Taking his first steps first as Assistente Volontario [Volun-
teer Assistant] and then as Assistente Incaricato [Contract 
Assistant], he became passionate about the themes of form 
and its modeling process, the design of systems and compo-
nents, and didactic experimentation, topics on which he be-
gan organizing seminars and exercises, in a continual transfer 
of experience from artistic and professional work to the aca-
demic sphere.

Along this path, the figure of Giuseppe Ciribini, whose 
courses in Elementi costruttivi. Disegno dei componenti edilizi 
[Building Elements. Design of Building Components] and 
Metodologia della progettazione [Design Methodology] he 

assisted in Milan and Turin (Ciribini, 1966–67 1↘) is the one he came 
closest to in terms of thematic interests and design approach. Thanks 
to this closeness, he shifted his focus from compositional cultures to 
technological cultures. It is also to Ciribini – a profound innovator in the 
disciplinary field of Tecnologia dell’Architettura [Architectural Technol-
ogy], who led him to open up new research perspectives, especially on 
building industrialization and on the impact that scientific and tech-
nological innovations were having on the construction sector – that 
he owes his approach to systemic thinking (on Giuseppe Ciribini’s role 
in the cultural growth of the Technological Area, see Cristina Tonelli’s 
chapter in this volume).

1. Programma del Corso 
di Elementi Costruttivi, 
prof. Giuseppe Ciribini, 
Facoltà di Architettura, 

Politecnico di Torino, A.A 
1966-67.

Document->

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=706
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Figure 1. 
Cover of the volume Tecnologia e progetto, by 
Giuseppe Ciribini (1984).

Figure 2. 
Cover of the volume Introduzione alla tecnologia del 
design, by Giuseppe Ciribini (1979).

Figure 3. 
Preface by Giuseppe Ciribini to the volume 
Progettazione e gestione del processo edilizio 
industrializzato, edited by Alberto Seassaro (1979).
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8.2 The Imprint of Didactic 
Experimentation at the Faculty of 
Architecture between the 1960s and 1970s

At the end of the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, the Faculty of 
Architecture experienced years marked by transformation, born of 
a particular experimental tension. The student occupations of 1963 
and 1967 had the strength to trigger a profound revision of the stat-
ute of project-based pedagogy. In an initial phase, the reorganization 
of the educational structures proceeded by questioning the training 
framework based on traditional mono-disciplinary courses, moving 
instead toward groupings of disciplines and courses articulated into 
macro-themes; frameworks within which students were called to ex-
periment with the different scales of design, from urban planning to 
interiors. Alberto Seassaro, in the role of Volunteer Teaching Assis-
tant, appears with his teaching programs in thematic groupings that, 
over the years, would bring together different instructors. At the out-
set the group consisted of Marco Zanuso, Raffaella Crespi, Leonardo 
Fiori, and Alberto Seassaro. 

He then became a permanent member of the research–
teaching group Laboratorio di produzione del territorio [Labo-
ratory for the Production of the Territory], formed around the 
themes of housing and inhabiting and established with Giaco-
mo Scarpini, Bianca Bottero, and Giorgio Gaetani. It is here that 
he began to focus on the construction sector and its trans-

formations. In this teaching 
context, the technological 
fulcrum sheds its more con-
ventional connotations and 
is put at the service of the 
problems of dwelling. On the 
research front, the housing 
theme is addressed by: tak-
ing a wide-angle view of the 
economic and social issues 
that affect the formation of 

Figure 4. 
1969-70, with 336 enrolled 

students, the Zanuso, Crespi, Fiori, 
Seassaro grouping was among the 
most followed by students among 
those not belonging to the area of 

architectural composition. (AA.VV., 
La rivoluzione culturale, p. 51).
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Figure 5. 
From the collection of teaching materials and student reflections from 
the strand Abitazioni, classi sociali e territorio – filone 3 [Housing, Social 
Classes, and Territory – strand 3].



161ALBERTO SEASSARO. THE DEMIURGE

housing demand and the logics of supply; tracing, through 
a political rather than disciplinary lens, the relationship be-
tween economic status and the quality of demand; highlight-

ing the political imprint of housing reforms and the 
dynamics of land rent and the real-estate market; 
bringing to the fore the emerging politico-econom-
ic problems in the productive organization of the 
building process in the face of industrialization; 
investigating the role of technicians; the frag-
mentation and deskilling of the sector, up to and 
including a political reading of the Italian road to 
industrialization, developed from a critical analysis 
of the catalogue of prefabricated manufactured 
elements by Montecatini-Edison. Central through-
out are the micro-dynamics of dwelling, observed 
with an anthropological, ethnographic, almost 
psychoanalytic gaze. The political tenor led him, in 
those same years, together with Ida Farè, Corrado 

Levi, and Adriano Di Leo, to activate experimental teaching activities 
(seminars, projects, listening and consciousness-raising groups) un-
der the title Il privato è politico [The personal is political].

I recall in particular the seminar he led with Corrado Levi, titled Il 
privato è politico [The personal is political], in which students’ un-
rest and their rejection of architecture were addressed through a 
method that paired the design process with a simultaneous recog-
nition of personal experiences and sensibilities. The seminar was 
followed with great enthusiasm by many students who, through 
this experience, discovered a novel way to approach architecture 
and to grasp its allure. (Bottero, 2024)

Decisively political, too, was the way project themes were handled 
in teaching, having students grapple with the city’s concrete prob-
lems, with the active involvement of society (the Tenants’ Union, 
neighborhood collectives and committees, housing-occupation and 
housing-struggle committees, factory workers’ coordination groups, 
grassroots trade-union groups, the Student Movement, self-man-

Figure 6. 
Clippings, reworkings, 

photographic enlargements and 
reductions ready for new collages 

(Alberto Seassaro Archive).
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aged social groups, grassroots actors articulating demands 
actively at the political and social level, etc.) in order to gather 
and rework needs and urgencies, forging a link between work-
ers’ struggles and student struggles.

Political and experimental, finally, is this operating in the 
thick of society, moving away from the path of academic ex-
ercises in vitro, bringing multidisciplinary contributions into 
teaching so as to refine the inquiry into the problems of inhab-
iting with a gaze that links the private and the political with-
in the dimension of dwelling 2↘. The teaching activities were 

preceded and followed by a substantial production of written 

documents. As was typical of the Faculty of Architecture in those 

years, these teaching support and companion documents took 

the form of the dispensa [course booklet] – a tool used to dissem-

inate grey materials useful for instruction. They are accounts of 

the activities carried out with students, bulletins, chronologies 

that gather previous experiences, comment on them, identify 

critical elements and deviations from objectives, and are offered 

to students in subsequent years as material for reflection, as a 

starting point for activities.

The programs in the Guida dello studente [Student Guide] 
are serious business as well. They arise from cultural propos-
als by the working group, debated and approved at discussion 
tables. We have chosen to reproduce below the introductory 
section of the program of the research-teaching group Ab-
itazioni, classi sociali e territorio – filone 3 [Housing, Social 
Classes, and Territory – strand 3], of which Alberto Seassaro 
was a member, pertaining to the courses of the 1977/78 aca-
demic year 3↘.

A true essay – at times irreverent – able to convey the cul-
tural climate, the freedom of thought, the linkage between 
teaching and social problems, the political sensitivity present 
in course syllabi, and the importance of language and termino-
logical references to a cultural system in transformation.

In drafting the syllabus, the group’s first act is to strike out 
the official course title, annotating, in the text that follows, the 
reasons why each term composing that title is outdated and 

2. Aiuto, Corso 
di Tecnologia 
dell'Architettura II, prof. 
Alberto Seassaro, Facoltà 
di Architettura, 
A.A. 1978-79.
Document->

3. Programmi 1977-78 
Ambito n. 1, Abitazioni, 
classi sociali e territorio.
Document->

Figure 7. 
Cover of the teaching booklet 
produced using the collage 
technique by Alberto Seassaro.

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=714
https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=726
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politically unacceptable. The table of contents shaping the 
presentation shows, already from the headings, a clear voca-
tion of the teaching programs for experimenting with alterna-

tive ways of thinking about 
pedagogy (research con-
ducted jointly by students 
and instructors; terms such 
as consciousness-raising 
sessions; evening seminar 
programs outside standard 
teaching hours, etc.), but 
above all it proposes inno-
vative contents for design 
activities. Taken together, 
they amount to a true coun-
ter-culture manifesto. In 
1980, with his appointment 
at Politecnico di Milano –first 
as Associate Professor and 
then, in 1990, as Full Profes-
sor of Architectural Technol-
ogy, he became the holder 
of the chairs Unificazione 
edilizia e prefabbricazione 
[Building Standardization 
and Prefabrication]; Tecnica 
ed economia della produzi-
one edilizia [Techniques and 

Economics of Building Production]; Architectural Technology; Organ-
izzazione della produzione [Production Organization]. He brought into 
teaching not only theoretical research but, above all, the experiments 
in building industrialization and prefabrication conducted at Monte-
catini’s Project Center.

In his research-teaching proposals, whether for seminars or de-
sign exercises, a few keywords stand out for their anticipatory force 
regarding themes that would become central when he was later 
tasked with designing the educational framework of the Bachelor’s 

Figure 8. 
Excerpts from the 1977-78 syllabi, 

Area n. 1, Abitazioni, classi sociali e 
territorio [Housing, Social Classes, 

and Territory], p. 73.



CHAPTER 8164

Figure 9. 
Excerpts from the 1977-78 syllabi, Area n. 1, Abitazioni, classi sociali e 
territorio [Housing, Social Classes, and Territory], pp. 74-77.
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Degree in Industrial Design: meta-design as an interdiscipli-
nary methodology; the design of systems and components; 
merceologia [commodity studies]; attention to the proces-
sual dimension of the project and not only to the final product. 
Within the courses he taught at the Faculty of Architecture, 
he brought his youthful explorations in the art world, introduc-
ing the theme of light and project experiments on light-based 
artifacts, of which the kaleidoscope was, for those of us who 
were students in those years, the emblematic object we all still 
remember (Tinelli, 2024). His vocation for teaching reform and 
his interest in designing innovative, experimentally oriented 
activities also engaged him on the front of Istruzione Perma-
nente [Continuing Education]. From 1984 to 1993 he served as 
Director of the Continuing Education Program of the Faculty of 
Architecture.

His was the first Corso di perfezionamento in Progettazione 
illuminotecnica [Advanced Course in Lighting Design] (1985), 
a course that cultivated one of his areas of teaching interest 
and of scientific and design research, and that would later 
become the Master in Progettazione e tecnologie della luce 
[Master’s in Lighting Design and Technologies], which he di-

rected until 2010 4↘.
From 1987 to 1989 he was Co-director of the Corso di perfezion-

amento in Metodi e tecniche della progettazione e del controllo am-
bientale. Ambiente e tecnologia [Advanced Course in Methods and 
Techniques of Environmental Design and Control. Environment and 
Technology] (Director: Maria Bottero) and, in those same years, he 
was Coordinator of the Corso di perfezionamento in Progettazione 
energetica dell’ambiente costruito. Energia e architettura [Advanced 
Course in Energy Design of the Built Environment. Energy and Archi-
tecture] (Director: Gianni Scudo).

8.3 Technological Culture and Research
We are straddling the late 1970s and the early 1980s. While actively 
engaged in teaching studios on housing, the home, and the territory, 

4. Progettare la 
luce. Corso di 

perfezionamento 
in progettazione 
illuminotecnica, 

Politecnico di Milano.
Document->

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=734
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Alberto Seassaro simultaneously set in motion an intensive research 
activity that feeds, completes, and deepens these themes, and then 
uses the teaching moment as a testing ground. The teaching–re-
search dyad is another distinctive trait that aptly describes his way of 
inhabiting the university, and one we will see characterize his years as 
Dean of the Faculty of Design, when this very dyad would become par-
adigmatic of his institutional mandate.

The roots of this approach, which also contains a precise political 
vision of the university and its role in society, can already be found, 
in embryonic form, in these years of continuous transfer between 
research contents and those of teaching. On the research front in 
particular, Alberto Seassaro initiated innovative thematic lines, trans-
ferring the experience gained in the 1960s in prefabrication, stand-
ardization, and building industrialization, carried out with Giuseppe 
Ciribini and Marcello Grisotti. These experiences and contents were 
developed in the realm of design activity for the construction industry, 
undertaken on behalf of ANCE Associazione Nazionale Costruttori Edi-
li, CRESME Centro di ricerche economiche, sociologiche e di mercato 
per le costruzioni, ASSOMARMO, ANDIL Associazione Nazionale degli 
Industriali dei Laterizi, ASSOARREDO, etc.; for SPRED S.p.A. (Società 
per la razionalizzazione dell’Edilizia, established with Montedison and 
Finsider S.p.A., Milan); and above all for Montecatini Edison.

It was precisely thanks to these concrete project activities that Al-
berto Seassaro was able to bring into the university sphere the many 
relationships he had cultivated in his professional practice, also show-
ing a marked ability to build synergies and weave important networks 
of relations.

When, in the early 1970s, he was commissioned for the CNR re-
search program Programma di Ricerca per la Industrializzazione Edi-
lizia (PRIE) [Research Program for Building Industrialization] (Direc-
tor: Romani) and became coordinator of the Gruppo Progettazione 
funzionale del componente [Functional Design of the Component 
Group] with Raffaella Crespi and Guido Nardi, Alberto Seassaro found 
the opportunity to launch important relationships between the CNR 
research group and university research institutes which, within a few 
years, would lead him to establish the Gruppo Nazionale CNR – Produz-
ione Edilizia [CNR National Group – Building Production].
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If, in establishing the CNR National Research Group, he 
glimpsed the opportunity to structure the system of scientific 
knowledge and research in the building sector, he neverthe-
less did not withhold his critical view of the potential misuse 
of the knowledge produced by this research system, due to 
the CNR’s dependence on industry and to the power clashes 
between the CNR and the university 5↘ 6↘.

We nevertheless find in this experience, undertaken when 
Alberto Seassaro still held no formal role within the universi-
ty, an approach to research open to exchange. All his writings 
from these years are Proceedings and Reports of seminars 
and conferences, often promoted and curated by him, involv-
ing the entire national academic community and many protag-
onists from the worlds of institutions, the professions, design, 
and entrepreneurship. In this participatory form we recognize 
the hallmark that would characterize the most mature phase 
of Alberto Seassaro’s work: engaging others in debate; consti-
tuting national research groups; bringing different experienc-
es to bear on the same topic in order to appreciate its facets 
and render the thematic framework more complete; fostering 
the emergence of diverse points of view.

The curatorship of conferences and seminars is the edito-
rial form that, more than any other, proves effective in ensuring 
a plural vision. On this matter we can cite volumes such as La 
produzione del territorio. Settore delle costruzioni e program-
mazione edilizia [The Production of the Territory. The Con-
struction Sector and Building Programming] and Normative e 
metodologie di progettazione [Regulations and Design Meth-
odologies]. Both are proceedings collected from the Semi-
nari La produzione del territorio [Seminars The Production of 
the Territory], promoted precisely within the activities of the 
C.N.R. National Coordination Produzione Edilizia, of which Al-

berto Seassaro was Director in those years. It should be specified that 
the National Coordination represented the informal aggregative phase 
which, through the definition of organizational models, research 
themes, and research methods, preceded and laid the groundwork for 
the formal phase of establishing the CNR National Research Group. 

5. Consiglio Nazionale 
delle Ricerche, 

Programma di Ricerca 
sull'industrializzazione 

dell'edilizia.
Document->

6. Documenti di lavoro 
sullo stato della 

Ricerca C.N.R. nel 
settore Architettura e 

Urbanistica.
Document->

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=723
https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=721
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This work lasted more than two years. The speakers’ names (Matilde 
Baffa, Bianca Bottero, Cristina Cocchioni, Massimo D’Alessandro, Paolo 
Deganello, Mario De Grassi, Giorgio Gaetani, Franco Lattes, Ezio Man-
zini, Carlo Olmo, Piercarlo Palermo, Antonio Parisi, Giacomo Scarpini, 
Edmondo Vitiello, Virginia Gangemi, Enrico Fattinnanzi, Sergio Bracco, 
Gianfranco Carrara, Valerio Di Battista, Giampiero Donin, Remo Dorigati, 
Giuseppe Turchini, etc.) are clear evidence of the disciplinary plurality, 
cultural openness, and multiplicity of Italian universities and research 
institutions involved.

The nature of the themes addressed (Housing conditions and ter-
ritory; Production of social services and economic planning; Connec-
tion of social services across territorial scales; Building production, 
economic institutions, and territorial governance; Reorganization of 
labor in residential construction; Comparison of productive factors 
in construction; Environmental resources and settlement processes; 
Research on the production of design; Housing needs and planning of 
the residential sector; Crisis of the mechanisms of territorial produc-
tion; Productive structure and labor market in building rehabilitation; 
Training demand in the productive and reproductive processes of the 
territory; etc.), which frame, perhaps for the first time through case 
studies, the dynamics of the construction sector by observing it from 
the economic standpoint and its capacity to respond to social needs, 
orient the extension to construction-sector economies of the inter-
sectoral analyses already mature in the study of other industrial sec-
tors, of other product categories and other markets.

The vantage adopted in these reports is innovative because it con-
centrates attention on the changes under way in a sector considered 
traditional and little inclined to innovate. The case studies bring to light 
the initial processes of reconfiguration of the productive structure, 
the organization of the project-system, and the new professional roles 
emerging with the introduction of new technologies. They also fore-
ground local specificities dependent on territorial resources and the 
new problems of economic, social, and even environmental sustaina-
bility tied to the evolution of the construction sector as a consequence 
of its industrial transformation.

This analytical perspective culminated in the 1979 volume edited by 
Alberto Seassaro, Storia e struttura del settore edilizio in Italia dal do-
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poguerra ad oggi [History and Structure of the Construction Sector in 
Italy from the Postwar Period to Today], which synthesizes the findings 
of research, teaching experiences, and studies promoted and funded 
by the C.N.R.

Through the contributions of various authors on the evolution of 
the structural features of the building production cycle; changes in the 
dynamics of housing demand and supply; the reorganization of the la-
bor market and site processes; the reorganization of the construction 
firm and new forms of division of labor; the impact of the regulatory ap-
paratus on the reconfiguration of the sector’s features; new modes of 
producing the project; new technological experiments in construction; 
and the shift to component-based industrialization, Alberto Seassaro 
arrives at the definition of the characteristics of a Terzo ciclo edilizio 
[Third Building Cycle]. Characteristics that, in his view, would supplant 
the economic and planning logics of the two preceding cycles.

It is the starting point of a line of research that would occupy him in 
the years that followed, characterized by an original approach, alter-
native to those then in vogue, which were more inclined to theoretical 
abstraction and to analyzing the world of building production in the 
form of the decision-making process (see, in this regard, the 1° Con-
gresso Nazionale dell’Area della Produzione Edilizia – Atti – Volume II, 
CNR, 3-5 May 1984). Alberto Seassaro chose a path tied to the con-
creteness of the construction sector’s dynamics, while grounding his 
inquiry on solid theoretical bases, taking as reference the studies of 
Joseph Schumpeter (1971) and Alfred Marshall (1959). He drew on the 
former to anatomize innovation processes in the construction indus-
try, distinguishing, in Schumpeterian fashion, among types of innova-
tion concerning new products, new production methods, new sourc-
es of supply, the exploitation of new markets, and alternative ways of 
organizing a firm. And, in a decidedly innovative move for studies in 
this specific sector, he followed Marshall’s teachings to launch a me-
ticulous, long-term research effort on the construction indotto [sup-
ply-chain spillovers] and on the logics of the geographic and territorial 
concentration of firms producing intermediate goods, with the aim of 
sharing resources, know-how, and labor, creating external economies 
to bolster competitiveness (1° Congresso Nazionale dell’Area della 
Produzione Edilizia, Atti – Volume II, 1984, pp. 389-400).
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We find this thorough, meticulous analysis the following year in 
Produzione edilizia e tecnologia dei materiali [Building Production and 
the Technology of Materials] (Seassaro, Macchia, eds., 1985), which 
considers the evolution of materials, components, and semi-fin-
ished products used in the construction industry (cement, binding 
agents, steel products, reinforced-concrete structures, mortars, 
cement-based manufactured elements, bricks, plasters, infill walls, 
marbles and stones, assembly technologies, etc.) and relates them 
to all the soft processes (knowledge acquisition, design activities, 
reorganization processes, etc.) required for their working and imple-
mentation in the built artifact, thus reconstructing, starting from the 
basic product categories, the dynamics of the sector’s industrial sup-
ply-chain spillovers.

In addition to edited volumes of conference and seminar contribu-
tions, Alberto Seassaro’s oeuvre also includes the curatorial format of 
collections of pieces that had appeared in journals and were repub-
lished in book form. Assembling and juxtaposing essays distant in time 
and cultural imprint once again serves to articulate and deepen issues 
in technological culture, allowing their different latitudes – and their 
evolution – to be appreciated. An example of this way of gathering and 
comparing contributions already published in journals is the substan-
tial volume Progettazione e gestione del processo edilizio industrializ-
zato [Design and Management of the Industrialized Building Process] 
(Seassaro, ed., 1979), with a preface by Giuseppe Ciribini. The articles, 
collected and catalogued by thematic areas, are excerpted from issues 
of the journal Prefabbricare from 1968 to 1973. The thematic sections: 
Premesse di metodo [Methodological Premises]; Il design per l’edilizia 
industrializzata [Design for Industrialized Building]; La normazione e 
coordinazione dimensionale [Standardization and Dimensional Coor-
dination]; L’organizzazione del processo edilizio industrializzato [Or-
ganization of the Industrialized Building Process]; I fattori strutturali 
[Structural Factors], contain contributions that define new disciplinary 
frontiers and methodological practices introduced into the corpus of 
architectural design culture by industrial procedures; that show inter-
est in meta-design procedures for industrialized building; that high-
light the connections between the production of the project and the 
production of the built artifact and the effects these have on the aes-
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thetic component; that address modularity and industrialized 
components and their relationship to project and process 
management. They identify the importance of the design of 

the industrialized building 
component and of attention 
to detail. Along this path, 
two cultural touchstones 
stand out: Giuseppe Ciribini, 
with the themes of complex-
ity, systems, and the search 
for structural links among 
factors, as found in Intro-
duzione alla tecnologia del 
design. Metodi e strumenti 

logici per la progettazione dell’ambiente costruito (Ciribini, 1978) and 
Tecnologia e progetto. Argomenti di cultura tecnologica della proget-
tazione (Ciribini, 1984); and Giacomo Scarpini, with his focus on pro-
cess actors and on the impact of political logics in the organizational 
evolution of production.

As we approach the 1990s, his output also includes numerous jour-
nal publications (Recuperare, Prefabbricare, Modo, etc.) addressing 
the industrialization of components and building systems, sector pol-
icies, and housing issues. The range runs from pieces in technological 
culture, where the extensive experience gained during the Montecati-
ni Edison years designing prefabricated elements clearly surfaces, to 
delightful texts (see, for example, Io e il tavolato. Lineamenti di pratica 
automanutentiva [Me and the Stud Wall: Outlines of Self-Maintenance 

Practice], 1987 7↘) offering user guidance on how to handle the 
small problems of edilizia della quotidianità [everyday building/

maintenance], providing advice, in the form of a vademecum semiserio 
[semi-serious vade mecum], to make users, where possible, independ-
ent of the building trades’ supply chain (electricians, masons, plumb-
ers, window-and-door fitters, etc.). It was an intuition, still embryonic, 
of the need to educate users, to transmit and share experience, which 
today has found wide diffusion online.

These themes kept him engaged until the mid-1980s. From the late 
1980s through the 1990s his research turned to environmental design, 

7. Alberto Seassaro, Io e 
il tavolato. Lineamenti di 

pratica automanutentiva, 
in Recuperare. Edilizia 
Design Impianti, n. 31.

Document->

Figure 10. 
Sketch by Alberto Seassaro 

in Recuperare. Edilizia Design 
Impianti, n. 31, 1987.

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=818
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in collaboration with ENEA, ANIE, the Istituto Galileo Ferraris in Turin, 
ENEI, AIDI (Associazione Italiana di Illuminazione), and others, develop-
ing, in particular, the subject of natural and artificial lighting. The theme 
of light retraces, deepens, and reinterprets the early interests of his 
career: experimental aesthetics, the world of forms, and the role of 
light in shaping forms and surfaces.

The revival of these early thematic interests is tied to his new ac-
ademic placement in the newly founded Facoltà del Design [Faculty of 
Design], where, starting in 1993, he would conduct his teaching and 
research activities.

The book reorganizes and systematizes the findings of the perma-
nent seminar on construction materials technology, launched from 
the 1983/84 academic year within the Technological Track.
With the new reordering of studies in the Faculties of Architecture, 
introduced by law (DPR 920 of 31.10.81), a series of significant 
innovations were established […]. With DPR 920, then, a formally 
defined technological disciplinary area was constituted, remark-
ably broad in scope, encompassing a wide arc of teachings that 
range from design disciplines such as industrial design, environ-
mental design, and the technological culture of design to pro-
grammatic–normative subjects such as Methods and techniques 
of building standardization, production-oriented subjects, and 
those more specifically technological. From our standpoint as 
scholars of building production, who have long worked to establish 
this line of inquiry, […], the Tecnologia dei materiali da costruzione 
[Technology of Construction Materials] reappears, significantly,  
a course which, although belonging to the traditional academic 
corpus of architectural studies, had in recent years been deacti-
vated everywhere and removed from curricula. The reinstatement 
of this discipline, in this renewed context, has taken on for us a 
particularly important meaning for interpreting trends present in 
contemporary architecture. […].
Construction materials represent, for Architectural Technology 
in general – and particularly for disciplines that approach this 
study from the productive viewpoint – the central element in the 
construction of the artificial environment, the basic principle of 
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the transformation of the physical environment, the constitutive 
production factor of the building process itself: the matter to 
which flows of labor, information, and energy are applied in the act 
of producing architecture.
Technological innovations, operating inexorably at the levels of 
materials and components production, of changes in technolog-
ical know-how, in construction procedures, in the organization 
of site labor, and in corporate organization, have transformed the 
building product in substance, profoundly altering the construc-
tion tradition. Its outward appearance remains what it has always 
been, but the materials and components have changed in depth. 
All the technological innovations brought to materials in this sec-
tor lack any morphological and symbolic elaboration; they have not 
become language. The image of the house conceals the techno-
logical innovations it has absorbed in its production process; in 
construction, innovation is a hidden innovation. To use a familiar 
metaphor: if the industrial process has made the oil lamp into the 
electric lamp and the carriage into the automobile, the house has 
remained a house, one essentially alien to any innovative quality.
Alberto Seassaro’s interest is to treat the general issue of mate-
rials in the construction sector by seeking to arrive at a definition 
of the concept of material that links it to the evolution of the 
factors of production […]. Construction, the sector that materially 
produces architecture, risks appearing as a separate, placid island, 
resting on the certainties of an idealized and ideologized tradition 
which, repudiating the innovative vocation historically expressed 
by the architectural avant-gardes, lingers in elaborating its own 
specific, particular postmodern discourse that cannot manage to 
be post-industrial, just as the modern movement had failed to be 
industrial. (Produzione edilizia e tecnologia dei materiali, edited by 
Alberto Seassaro and Cesira Macchia, 1985, Preface, pp. 1-4)

8.4 Institutional Projects
The 1970s and ’80s were, for Alberto Seassaro, a veritable training 
ground of projects for the university institution.



CHAPTER 8174



175ALBERTO SEASSARO. THE DEMIURGE

Figure 11. 
Excerpts from Alberto Seassaro’s published output (late 1970s–early 
1980s).
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This terrain was, in fact, the further site of his maturation, 
where research interests and political vocation were fused. 
Freshly graduated, in the mid-1960s, he and Ugo La Pietra ad-
vanced a proposal to establish a Centro di Arti Visive [Center 
for Visual Arts] within the Faculty of Architecture. The project 
never came to fruition, but it already signaled his bent for de-
signing organizational transformations aimed at nurturing 
specific cultural domains. In the 1970s, more mature yet still 
without a formal university role, he developed a series of pro-
posals to redefine the disciplinary areas, riding the process 
that, in the years to come, would accompany the birth of de-
gree tracks and the transformation of Institutes into Depart-
ments.

In the 1970s, the conditions were in fact laid for a number 
of key transitions which, over the span of little more than a 
decade, would lead, in the early 1980s, to the establishment 
of degree tracks and, subsequently, in the early 1990s, to the 
articulation of the single Degree programme in Architecture 
into several degree programmes and then into several fac-
ulties. On the research side, by contrast, this period saw the 
emergence of institutes specifically devoted to the education 
of architects, an embryonic form of what would later become 
departments as we know them in their current configuration.

Most of these transformations arose under the pressure 
exerted by student movements.

Both fronts, teaching and research, saw a not-yet-thirty-
year-old Alberto Seassaro engaged in developing contents 
and tools intended to steer the ongoing evolution, convinced 
that the students’ demands had met, on the institutional side, 
with little more than merely formal responses.

A particularly significant step was the establishment of a 
Laboratorio di idee [ideas laboratory] per il rinnovamento del-
la cultura tecnica in architettura [for the renewal of technical 
culture in architecture], designated as the Area di Ricerca 
Tecnologica della Facoltà di Architettura del Politecnico di Mi-
lano [Technological Research Area of the Faculty of Architec-
ture at Politecnico di Milano].

8. Alberto Seassaro, Area 
di Ricerca Tecnologica 
1, Proposta per la 
definizione di una area di 
Ricerca Tecnologica nella 
Facoltà di Architettura di 
Milano, A.A. 1969-70.
Document->

9. Alberto Seassaro, 
Raffaella Crespi, 
Leonardo Fiori, Marco 
Zanuso, Area di 
Ricerca Tecnologica 
2, Natura disciplinare 
e natura politica 
dell'industrializzazione 
edilizia per componenti.
Document->

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=717
https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=718
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The proposal document, co-signed by Marco Zanuso, Raf-
faella Crespi and Leonardo Fiori (1970), sets out a sharp cri-
tique of the reforms introduced by the Faculty in response to 
student demands, judging them to be empty of content and 
limited in their impact on education, particularly with regard to 
the role of research in teaching; the issue of disciplinary ob-
solescence; the problem of technical qualification on a mass 
scale, etc.The document concludes by calling for «the com-
mitment to the refounding of the discipline and the design of 
mass education for an alternative clientele» (p. 28).

Although the document is dated, both in certain issues 
that are closely tied to its historical context and in a language 
that is fully immersed in the spirit of its time, it nevertheless 
raises many general questions that the university system has 
repeatedly had to confront whenever social and technological 
changes have driven projects to reform its educational struc-
tures. The ideas laboratory equipped itself with a Bulletin, di-
rected for years by Alberto Seassaro, which would mark the 
various stages in the process of disciplinary redefinition, acting 
as a megaphone for political and cultural initiatives 8↘ 9↘ 10↘.

These initiatives, like those undertaken at national level by CNR, 
constitute significant building blocks in the development of a cultural 
trajectory aimed at promoting the disciplinary autonomy of Architec-
tural Technology.

In the early 1980s, the maturity attained in the organisation and 
management of complex institutional programmes became clearly 
apparent in the design and subsequent coordination (from 1981 to 
1989) of the degree track in Architectural Technology – one of the 
tracks within the Corso degree programme in Architecture – which 
marked the starting point for important experiments and the opening 
up of new lines of work that would prove to be forerunners of what 
was to come.

They would in fact anticipate his appointment as Chair of the Cor-
so di laurea in Disegno industriale [degree programme in Industrial 
Design] – a role taken on informally in 1993 and formally in 1995 – then 
as Dean of the Facoltà del Design [Faculty of Design] in 2000, and 
finally as the architect of a major university system: the Italian Design 

10. Alberto Seassaro, 
Area di Ricerca 

Tecnologica 3, La 
via italiana della 

industrializzazione 
edilizia, A.A. 1969-70.

Document->

11. Progetto di iter 
didattico per l’Indirizzo 

Tecnologico.
Document->

https://designphilology.polimi.it/archivio?id=719
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System. The painstaking work underpinning the establishment of this 
course of study is summarised in this scriptographic table, drafted by 
him, which sets out the subjects that make up the track 11↘.

While the coordination of the degree track in Architectural Tech-
nology can be regarded, at the same time, as the culmination of the 
long transformative process of the Faculty of Architecture and as a 
springboard for its subsequent innovations, in which Alberto Seassaro 
would play a prominent role, the theoretical and political outcomes of 
the cultural and research activities on the structural features of the 
building system and on the market for technical-intellectual labour in 
the construction sector are reflected in the founding project of the 
Dipartimento di Programmazione e Produzione edilizia [Department of 
Planning and Building Production] (1979/80).

In this way, a cycle that had served as an incubator for institutional 
experience and technological culture came to a close, and a new one 
opened, whose lineages are not hard to discern: this is the cycle of uni-
versity Design, the testing ground and challenge of an Alberto Seassa-
ro in the full maturity of his academic career.
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