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Abstract
This article analyses the spatial distribution of foreigners living in the city of Milan, based on data
from the civil registry and relying on theories and methods from the residential segregation litera-
ture, exploring the dimensions of evenness, exposure, concentration, centralisation and cluster-
ing, as well as analysing migrants’ over/under-representation in specific areas through maps of
their location quotients. Despite the low degree of ethnic residential segregation detected, we
highlight the presence of persistent dynamics that exclude ethnic minorities from the wealthiest
areas of the city. The most relevant case is that of the Chinese, clustering in some peripheral
areas north of the historic centre, where they have established an enclave economy, often making
their residence coincide with their workplace and running commercial activities mostly directed
towards their compatriots. The Egyptians, constituting the most numerous foreign group in the
city, show a completely different settlement pattern, being more integrated into the social tissue
and more scattered throughout the city. In the context of a city strongly polarised between a
wealthy centre and progressively deprived peripheral belts, the only foreign groups with a marked
presence in the city core are those traditionally employed in domestic work, which are however
excluded from life in the public places in which they reside. Overall, the class dimension seems to
prevail over the ethnic in shaping population settlement patterns within the city.
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Introduction

Population settlement patterns within the
urban environment are mainly the conse-
quence of the socio-economic and morpho-
logical structure of the city, local
governance, housing policies, past migratory
flows and social ties within ethnic groups.
The study of residential segregation from an
ethnic standpoint represents a fundamental
dimension for the understanding of the
urban structure as a whole, not exclusively
concerning the question of foreign residents.
This study is aimed at investigating the spa-
tial distribution of foreigners living in the
city of Milan,1 making use of the most
recent data available from the civil registry
and relying on the theoretical and methodo-
logical framework of the residential segrega-
tion literature. As the presence of foreigners
has increased in the last decades, it is rele-
vant to grasp whether ethnic segregation
emerged in Milan, exploring how settlement
patterns of the immigrant population devel-
oped and discovering the potential drivers
behind them.

Ethnic residential segregation

The concept of ethnic segregation (Massey,
1985) refers to the extent to which two or
more groups of different ethnicities are
separated from each other within the
urban space (Musterd, 2005: 332). Such
processes of residential location are struc-
tural in their origins, being the product of
an interaction between the place itself and
its residents, shaping urban relegation as a
collective activity by means of relations of
economic, social and symbolic power, dri-
ven by institutional mechanisms
(Wacquant, 2016: 1078). The study of resi-
dential segregation has ancient roots in
social sciences and represents one of the
first and most influential contributions of
the Chicago Ecological School, following
the famous analysis of the spatial colloca-
tion of migrants conducted by Park et al.
(1925). The pioneering investigations on
American ghetto cities (Cutler et al., 1999;
Massey and Denton, 1993) guided similar
studies in the European context, highlight-
ing distinct models of residential
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segregation, with the racial dimension not
playing such an important role, and the
socio-economic dimension prevailing in
shaping residential patterns in the urban
space (Musterd, 2005: 335).2 Following
Wacquant (2016: 1080), American ghettoes
and European working-class peripheries
differ in their structure, function, and
scale, and in the political treatments they
receive. In his conceptualisation of segre-
gation as the outcome of an interplay
between class, ethnicity and state, repul-
sion in the American ghetto is determined
by ethnicity, inflected by class and intensi-
fied by the state, whilst relegation in
European peripheries is driven by class
position, inflected by ethnonational mem-
bership, and mitigated by state structures
and policies. Accordingly, housing market
discrimination, access to information on
housing, and accessibility of jobs have
been detected as crucial drivers in the US,
whilst in Europe–despite being relevant–
these have contributed less to residential
location as compared to deeply rooted cul-
tural factors (language barriers, reliance
on internal support, cultural identity),
being attenuated by social housing, public
transport provisions, and more redistribu-
tive policies and generous welfare systems
(Musterd, 2005: 339). Notwithstanding
this basic distinction, a single European
model of residential segregation is hard to
find, due to heterogeneities in countries’
arrangements, colonial heritages, and in
the geographical origins of migrants pres-
ent in European countries (Bergamaschi
et al., 2021: 153). Specifically, in the
Southern European context to which Italy
belongs, migratory flows have only
acquired greater importance in relatively
recent times (Ambrosini, 2011: 62), mean-
ing that the phenomenon of foreigners’
urban settlement is in perpetual change
and needs to be constantly observed to be
properly understood.

The Milanese context: Socio-economic
profile, urban morphology and settlement
schemes

Commonly defined as Italy’s economic capi-
tal, Milan acts as one of the most attractive
poles for migrants of various origins, due to
an integrated labour market in a wider met-
ropolitan area of over three million inhabi-
tants that is capable of absorbing job supply
across all economic sectors. After having
recovered from the considerable impact of
the 2007 Great Recession, the city is cur-
rently struggling with the aftermaths of the
COVID-19 recession and the consequences
of global events (international conflicts,
energy crisis, global warming). It is the sec-
ond city in Italy, after Rome, in terms of the
absolute number of foreigners, and the first
in terms of the foreign proportion of the
total population. Structurally, the city is
markedly distinguished between a wealthy
centre and peripheral areas gradually char-
acterised by situations of higher socio-
economic disadvantage, in both relative and
absolute terms. The urban structure traces
the distinctions between the historical bor-
ders of the Municipality of Milan, coinciding
with the current historic centre delimited by
the Spanish Walls, and the surrounding terri-
tories. These latter areas are impacted first
by internal migration flows from the south-
ern regions that have taken place since the
1950s (Foot, 1997) – as a consequence of the
settlement of national migrants in social
housing complexes built following the urba-
nisation and industrialisation processes that
took place from the 1940s to the 1970s
(Petsimeris, 2018: 265) – and subsequently
by the transnational migration flows that
began in the 1970s and have intensified since
the 1990s, which approximately replicated
the settlement paths of Italian southern
migrants (Davico and Mela, 1999: 38). Since
the 1970s, the city has undergone a profound
process of de-industrialisation due to global
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changes in the division of labour, which has
led to a reconfiguration of the social struc-
ture and the use of physical space by its
inhabitants (Petsimeris and Rimoldi, 2015:
187). This transition towards a post-Fordist
economy has contributed over the years to
widening the economic gap between the rich
and the poor (D’Ovidio, 2009: 55). It has
reinforced the distinction between a centre
increasingly less inhabited by middle and
working classes (Barbagli and Pisati, 2012:
222), which became a prerogative of institu-
tions, prestigious companies and the wealth-
iest groups (Petsimeris and Rimoldi, 2015:
187), and a periphery in perpetual redefini-
tion as a result not only of urban regenera-
tion and gentrification projects, but also of
global economic trajectories and an orienta-
tion towards local neoliberal policies that
tend to exacerbate existing socio-economic
inequalities, with tangible consequences on
the equitable access to residential places
(Agustoni et al., 2015: 131; Bergamaschi
et al., 2021: 154).

Ethnic segregation in Italy and Milan

Several empirical contributions have
approached the issue of ethnic segregation
in relation to the Italian case (Barbagli and
Pisati, 2012; Bergamaschi et al., 2021;
Bernardotti and Zanoni, 1996; Casacchia
et al., 2012; Catalanotti and Consolazio,
2020; Cristaldi, 2012; Davico and Mela,
1999; Ferruzza et al., 2008; Marra et al.,
2020; Mazza and Punzo, 2016; Petsimeris,
2018; Rimoldi and Terzera, 2017; Russo
Krauss, 2014; Strozza et al., 2016), agreeing
that the classic definition of ghetto as a place
in which ethnicity and space combine to
define, isolate and contain a minority group
(Marcuse, 1997: 228),3 finds no application.
The most appropriate definition would be
that of enclave, which is a spatial concentra-
tion developed voluntarily by a group for
the purpose of promoting the well-being of

its members (Marcuse, 1997: 228). In such a
context, the concentration of ethnic groups
in the urban space is due to the activation of
social networks consisting of mainly strong
ties (Ambrosini, 2011: 89), jointly with the
reduced margin of choice of economically
fragile individuals who must necessarily opt
for the less attractive options available on
the real estate market (Davico and Mela,
1999: 38), sometimes activating forms of
extra-family cohabitation to lighten the eco-
nomic burden (Lanzani, 1998: 98). Studies
referring to the Milanese case, which are
now mostly outdated, have highlighted a
continuous turnover among the quantita-
tively most present groups in the territory, a
progressive distancing of foreigners from the
historic centre, and the establishment of
enclaves in relation to specific ethnic groups
in some peripheral areas, in a context of gen-
erally limited segregation. Following
Lanzani (1998) it is possible to identify five
types of foreign settlement in Milan. The
first refers to the occupation of areas close
to the historic centre, as in the case of the
Chinese in the Sarpi neighbourhood, where
migrants reuse spaces left empty by the
Italians, typically buildings of low architec-
tural and real estate quality, often used in a
hybrid way as places of residence and work-
ing activity (Pisati et al., 2020: 26). The sec-
ond type regards settlements that took place
in somewhat peripheral areas, but that are
still well connected to the centre, characteris-
tics that together with low-quality – though
not degraded – building heritage act as an
attractive pole for migrants, fostering their
concentration (e.g. Loreto and Corvetto).
The third modality identifies those subjects
and groups living in rooms or mini apart-
ments in the place where they work, being
employed in domestic activities (e.g. care-
givers, cleaners, janitors). Their localisation
is therefore common in the historic centre –
the area in which the Italians who possess
the economic resources to recruit domestic
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workers live – but their public presence in
the areas where they live is limited. A further
modality favouring proximity between
migrants and natives is given by the exis-
tence of buildings or neighbourhoods where
public housing is equally assigned to Italian
and foreign citizens, a situation that some-
times leads to conflict between migrants and
natives or even between the latter and the
public administration (e.g. Stadera, Umbria,
Molise and Calvairate). Within this modal-
ity, the combination of the state’s financial
disinvestment in public housing and the
growing number of precarious international
migrants has led to the creation of informal
markets of public housing squatting
(Chiodelli et al., 2021). The affordable hous-
ing crisis started in the 2000s generated grey
spaces of illegal occupations of vacant dwell-
ings, often controlled by small criminal
groups, with possible subsequent regularisa-
tion by the local authorities. Common to the
whole national context, such a phenomenon
has become particularly relevant in Milan,
with some areas (e.g. Selinunte, via Gola,
and Chiesa Rossa) acting as an informal
magnet for newcomer migrants due to a
combination of vacant dwellings and rooted
networks of nationals abroad. Finally, the
fifth settlement type does not produce con-
centration or territorial density, but rather
an ‘interstitial’ geography that concerns the
occupation, often illegal, of degraded areas
close to the historic centre or in extremely
remote, abandoned and sometimes hidden
spaces that involve situations of deprivation,
marginality and illegality.

In light of the above, it is interesting to
outline an updated picture of the situation
of foreign residents in the Municipality of
Milan, to grasp ongoing trends and changes
compared to the few studies that have
focused on the city. This study sets out to
empirically investigate the status of ethnic
segregation in Milan, connecting the find-
ings achieved with the current debate on the

drivers of residential patterns in European
cities and providing a descriptive and inter-
pretive framework from which to under-
stand segregation processes at the interplay
between individual choices and structural
forces.

Data and methods

Investigating ethnic residential segregation
was possible due to access to the anonymised
individual data of the civil registry of the
Municipality of Milan. The extraction of the
data – which is updated daily – was carried
out on 22 November 2021. As a territorial
unit for the analysis, a decision was made to
use the subdivision of the Municipality into
177 Functional Areas (average area: 1 km2;
average population in 2021: 7,968 inhabi-
tants), which is intermediate between the cen-
sus blocks (6,085 units; average area:
0.03 km2; average population in 2021: 232
inhabitants) and the NILs (Nuclei di Identità
Locale, ‘local identity units’; 88 units; average
area: 2.1 km2; average population in 2021:
16,026 inhabitants). Due to their small size,
the census blocks are too detailed for the pur-
poses of this analysis, sometimes correspond-
ing to individual buildings and therefore
failing to grasp the neighbourhood dimension.
Conversely, the NILs, despite their identity
connotation,4 could fail to capture residential
segregation at the right scale, given their large
size. The Functional Areas – partially super-
imposable on the NILs, though not enjoying
their identity characteristics – represent a
balanced operational choice with respect to
the need for territorial units that respond to
the logic of the neighbourhood, being at the
same time of small size. As a unit of analysis,
we opted to use families rather than single
individuals, as the use of individual data may
distort the segregation indexes that are com-
puted according to the size of the household,
which are much diversified between families
of different nationalities. The use of the family
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– as characterised in the civil registry by indi-
viduals living together in the same house – as
a unit of analysis allows attention to be drawn
to the place where the family resides, regard-
less of the number of its components. Each
family has been assigned the nationality of the
data sheet’s reference person. To grasp the
multidimensionality of concept, we relied on
Massey and Denton’s (1988) traditional iden-
tification of five dimensions of residential seg-
regation, namely: evenness, exposure,
concentration, centralisation and clustering,
measured by means of the dissimilarity (D),
isolation (xPx), relative concentration (RCO),
absolute centralisation (ACE), and spatial
proximity (SP) indexes. To visually observe
and assess the over/under-representation of
each of the main groups of foreigners, the
location quotients (LQ) were calculated and
displayed cartographically. All indexes were
computed using the open-source software
Geo-Segregation Analyser (Apparicio et al.,
2014).

Results

As Table 1 shows, 168,226 foreign families
were present in Milan at the time of data
extraction (for a total of 300,033 registered
individuals), corresponding to 21.9% of the
registered households (21.3% of individu-
als). The 10 most represented countries, on
which we focused our analyses, were Egypt,
the Philippines, China, Peru, Romania, Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh, Ukraine, Ecuador and
Morocco, whose citizens living in Milan
make up 14.8% of the overall families, as
well as 67.6% of foreign ones. Including
Italians, there are 169 different nationalities
in Milan, plus 19 stateless residents.

The average number of components per
household and the different composition by
gender of the nationalities examined denote
the existence of different settlement patterns,
where Bangladeshis and Ukrainians show
both the lowest number of averageT
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components per family and the largest dif-
ference in terms of gender composition (fol-
lowed closely by the Egyptians on the latter
aspect), suggesting the presence of both male
(Bangladeshi and partly Egyptians) and
female (Ukrainian and partly Romanians
and Peruvians) single-family settlement
models. Conversely, Chinese, Filipinos, Sri
Lankans and, to a lesser extent, Ecuadorians
stand out for larger and more gender
balanced households. It is worth noting that
the foreigner population has nearly doubled
over the last 20 years, counterbalancing the
steady demographic decline of the Italian
population in the same period.

Table 2 shows the indexes computed for
each of the 10 most represented groups of
foreign families, with the cut-offs for their
interpretation5 (Massey and Denton, 1989;
Tammaru et al., 2014).

Dissimilarity Index (evenness)

Evenness refers to the differential distribution
of two social groups among areal units in a
city (Massey and Denton, 1988: 283). The D
conceptually represents the proportion of

minority members that would have to change
their area of residence to achieve an even dis-
tribution (Massey and Denton, 1988: 284).
Such an index does not allow an absolute
assessment of the segregation phenomenon,
but rather a pair comparison between each
ethnic group, in our case each minority with
the majority group. The index varies between
0 and 1, and for each combination values
below 0.30 and above 0.60 identify, respec-
tively, similarities and dissimilarities in resi-
dential models between the groups considered.
In comparison with the Italian population,
the Bangladeshi (D = 0.51), Egyptian
(D = 0.41), Chinese and Moroccan
(D = 0.39) families stand out for being char-
acterised by a greater dissimilarity, whilst the
Ukrainians (D = 0.13) were the most analo-
gous to the Italian population. Moreover, the
values indicate the absence of groups strongly
distinct from each other in relation to their
residential profile (Table A1 in the Appendix).

Isolation Index (exposure)

Residential exposure refers to the degree of
potential contact, or the possibility of

Table 2. Segregation indexes for the 10 most represented foreign groups in Milan.

Dimension Evenness; Exposure; Concentration; Centralisation; Clustering;
Dissimilarity
Index (D)

Isolation
Index (xPx)

Relative
Concentration
Index (RCO)

Absolute
Centralisation
Index (ACE)

Spatial Proximity Index
(SP)

Egypt 0.41 0.06 0.09 0.24 0.03
Philippines 0.24 0.03 0.16 0.31 0.03
China 0.39 0.05 0.20 0.29 0.27
Peru 0.22 0.02 20.03 0.22 0.03
Romania 0.20 0.01 20.08 0.22 0.03
Sri Lanka 0.23 0.01 0.07 0.30 0.02
Bangladesh 0.51 0.03 0.23 0.36 0.00
Ukraine 0.13 0.01 0.06 0.32 0.03
Ecuador 0.24 0.01 20.01 0.23 0.03
Morocco 0.39 0.01 20.07 0.19 0.19
Values [0; 1] [0; 1] [21; 1] [21; 1] [0; 1]
Cut-off \0.30 low;

.0.60 high
\0.50 low;
.0.70 high

\0.70 low;
.0.70 high

\0.80 low;
.0.80 high

\0.10 low;
.0.60 high

Source: Our elaboration of Milan civil registry data, 2021.
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interaction, between members of a minority
group within geographic areas of a city
(Massey and Denton, 1988: 287). The xPx
measures the probability that the residence
area is shared exclusively with members of
the same group (Massey and Denton, 1988:
288), providing a measure of isolation (non-
exposure). The values can be thus inter-
preted as the probability for a family to
share the area of residence with another
family of the same nationality. In our case,
the values of the index are all very low.

Relative Concentration Index
(concentration)

Concentration refers to the relative amount
of physical space occupied by a minority
group in the urban environment (Massey
and Denton, 1988: 289). Groups that are
settled in a small fraction of space compared
to that potentially available are said to be
concentrated. The RCO measures the share
of urban space occupied by a minority
group compared to the majority group,
whereby a score of 0 means that the two
groups are equally concentrated in urban
space, a score of 1 means that minority’s
concentration exceed majority’s concentra-
tion to the maximum extent possible, and a
score of -1 the converse. The highest values
are found for Bangladeshis (RCO = 0.23),
Chinese (RCO = 0.20) and Filipinos
(RCO = 0.16), the only groups showing a
moderate tendency to concentrate in specific
areas compared to Italians, bearing in mind
that the scores are generally low.

Absolute Centralisation Index
(centralisation)

Centralisation is the degree to which a group
is spatially located near the centre of an
urban area (Massey and Denton, 1988: 291).
The ACE expresses the degree of proximity
of a particular group to the city core.

Positive values indicate the tendency of a
group to reside in the centre, negative values
indicate the tendency to live in the surround-
ing spaces, and a score equal to 0 indicates a
uniform distribution between centre and
periphery (Massey and Denton, 1988: 293).
The central area has been identified by the
borough (Zona di Decentramento) number 1,
corresponding to the so-called ring of the
Spanish Walls, namely the historic centre of
Milan. Though they are all positive, the low
values indicate an overall uniform distribu-
tion of foreigners throughout the city. The
highest values are found for Bangladeshis
(ACE = 0.36), Ukrainians (ACE = 0.32)
and Filipinos (ACE = 0.31), representing
the groups with the greatest tendency to be
located in the historic centre. Moroccan
families (ACE = 0.19) were the mostly set-
tled in the peripheries.

Spatial Proximity Index (clustering)

Spatial clustering refers to the extent to
which areal units inhabited by minority
members adjoin one another, or cluster, in
space (Massey and Denton, 1988: 293). If
areas with a marked concentration of a given
group are also contiguous and form a vast,
compact and homogeneous whole, the segre-
gation can be considered stronger than if the
same areas were scattered throughout the
urban environment and separated by areas
with different profiles (Oberti and
Préteceille, 2017: 41). The low values indicate
that minority areal units are widely scattered
around the urban environment, with the par-
tial exception of the Chinese (SP = 0.27)
and the Moroccans (SP = 0.19), reporting a
moderate clustering.

Location quotients

The calculation of the LQs allows observa-
tion of the residential segregation patterns of
the groups in the different areas, measuring
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their relative concentration within the urban
space (Isard, 1960). LQs’ values vary
between 0 and N; LQs equal to 1 indicate a
distribution of the group in a specific area
equal to the distribution of the same group
in the rest of the city; values greater or less
than 1 represent, respectively, an over- and
an under-representation of the group in the
area. The maps in Figure 1 provide a carto-
graphic visualisation of the LQs for each for-
eign group, whereby white areas (0.00 \
LQ ł 0.85) denote an under-representa-
tion, light grey areas (0.85 \ LQ ł 1.20)
denote a neutral condition, dark grey areas
(1.20 \ LQ ł 2.00) identify an over-rep-
resentation, and black areas (LQ . 2.00)
identify a more marked over-representation,
the intensity of which is to be related to the
upper limit reported in the legend for each
group.6 The LQs highlight a general under-
representation of foreign families in the his-
toric centre, except for Sri Lankans,
Ukrainians and Filipinos, for whom, how-
ever, no situations of marked over-
representation in central areas were detected.
Overall, foreign families are over-represented
in peripheral areas and most groups are
excluded not only from the historic centre,
but also from its surrounding areas, which
are indeed white in every map except for that
referring to Ukrainian families, the most het-
erogeneously scattered throughout the study
area. Despite these common traits, the settle-
ment in the suburbs is not homogeneous
among families of different nationalities.
The Chinese tend to cluster north of the cen-
tre, with a relatively small presence in the
rest of the city. The Egyptians are instead
concentrated in various non-contiguous
areas around the peripheral belt, similar to
Bangladeshis and Moroccans. These groups
are those with the highest LQ values (max.
LQ Bangladesh = 11.20; China = 5.77;
Egypt = 5.35; Morocco = 5.29), reflecting
a greater trend to concentrate in certain
areas, bearing in mind that the values are

not particularly high in absolute terms.
Contrarily, albeit with differences between
them, Peruvians, Romanians, Sri Lankans,
Ecuadorians, Ukrainians and Filipinos dis-
play a more heterogeneous settlement in per-
ipheral areas, with appreciably lower LQs.

Discussion

The results reached were in line with com-
parative studies indicating that the foreigners
living in Milan are among the least segre-
gated minorities in the European panorama
(Arbaci, 2007: 409; Lichter et al., 2016;
Musterd, 2005: 334).7 Indeed, we detected
low forms of segregation, with marked speci-
ficities in relation to each group. Overall, we
found a scarce settlement of migrants in the
areas surrounding the historic centre, even
less than in the centre itself, together with a
strong concentration of each foreign group
in small fractions of the urban space avail-
able. Compared to other European Cities,
the Milanese case presents some peculiari-
ties. Regarding socio-economic segregation,
the clearly distinct centre–periphery pattern
is not common elsewhere, with most major
cities having their upper-class more scattered
throughout the city (Tammaru et al., 2020).
Exceptions closer to the Milanese case are
seen in London (Manley, 2021) and Paris
(Préteceille, 2016), though these do not show
the same spatial overlapping between social
and ethnic segregation, due to more histori-
cally rooted models of migration deriving
from the colonial past of their countries.
Compared to Milan, such cities are also
characterised by far higher ethnic segrega-
tion levels.

Recalling Lanzani’s (1998) typology, it is
clear that the Chinese community has
extended beyond the Sarpi neighbourhood,
settling most of its adjacent areas in a contig-
uous way. This may have happened because
of the growth of this group (+251% house-
holds over the last 20 years, corresponding
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Figure 1. Continued
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to an increase of 22,935 individuals), but also
due to the gentrification that occurred in the
area first in the 1990s and subsequently in
the 2010s (Manzo, 2016), which may have
contributed to pushing some residents to
outer areas. The second modality, concern-
ing migrants’ settlement in peripheral areas,
finds evidence in the spatial distribution of
most of the foreign groups. Regarding the
third modality, a relevant settlement in cen-
tral areas was found for Ukrainians,
Filipinos and Sri Lankans – those national-
ities traditionally employed in the domestic

sector not integrated in nor using the public
space in which they reside. These are over-
represented in the historic centre, where the
highest incomes are concentrated and there-
fore is where the families best able to hire
domestic workers are located. The fourth
modality is witnessed by the overlapping
between the areas where migrants are mostly
settled and those identified by Petsimeris
(2018: 271) as the object of public housing
interventions over the years. Concerning the
fifth modality, though the irregular status of
this kind of micro-settlements prevents us

Figure 1. Location Quotients of the 10 most represented foreign groups in Milan. Numbers in brackets
indicate the amount of areas in each class.
Source: Our elaboration of Milan civil registry data, 2021.
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from having data to explore it, it is relevant
to mention that nomad camps can be viewed
as neo-ghettoes (Clough Marinaro, 2015),
being the manifestation of a general escala-
tion in anti-Gypsyism in Italy resulting in
the spatial relegation of a stigmatised group,
presenting key characteristics of the ghetto’s
definition: ethnic homogeneity, spatial con-
finement, shared cultural identity, mutual
distancing and a retreat into the private
sphere of the family (Powell, 2013).

Though not noticing intense forms of seg-
regation, it is evident that some urban areas
emerge as particularly attractive for foreign-
ers, due to a combination of social networks
and market logics. Concerning the latter, the
overlap between the spaces inhabited by
migrants and the socio-economic characteri-
sation of the Milanese area is clear: the terri-
torial distribution of incomes is highly
unequal, with a much higher concentration
in the centre and a gradual decrease moving
to the surrounding areas and finally to the
suburbs (Figure A2 in the Appendix). Real
estate prices for both ownership and rent
contribute to an even more marked geogra-
phical subdivision in the comparison
between centre and periphery (Morena
et al., 2021) (Figures A3 and A4).8 Though
we did not perform a quantification of
socio-economic residential segregation,
superimposing the maps of the distribution
of foreigners, income and real estate, sug-
gests that – in line with existing knowledge
(Musterd, 2005; Wacquant, 1996, 2016) – in
the Milanese case the class dimension plays
a greater role in determining housing loca-
tion compared to the ethnic dimension.
Consistently with this, municipal-level sur-
vey data highlights the lower socio-economic
status of the Milanese migrant population
compared to the Italian one, with lower edu-
cational levels, a higher share of employ-
ment in manual jobs (Table A2 in the
Appendix) and lower incomes (Table A3).
Moreover, foreigners are more likely to be

overqualified (e.g. among university gradu-
ates they are far less likely to reach manage-
rial/executive positions compared to
Italians), indicating a problem not only of
job credentials but also of social integration
(Table A4).

Hence, the reasons for migrants’ non-
establishment in central areas are attributa-
ble not so much to intentional processes of
self-exclusion or to the exclusion by the
majority group who lives there, but rather to
the inaccessibility of these spaces for the
most disadvantaged classes, whether they
are of Italian or foreign origin. The foreign
presence in the historic centre, relatively con-
solidated up to the early 2000s, has gradually
decreased to the point of becoming under-
represented a decade later and even shrank
in the following decade (Bergamaschi et al.,
2021: 163). This gradual abandonment of
central areas by migrants seems to be driven
by the growing gentrification of the areas in
question, becoming less and less accessible
to foreigners once they have been redeve-
loped to become more attractive for the
wealthiest groups (Barbagli and Pisati, 2012:
222). Despite the implications in terms of
segregation, the process seems to be driven
by socio-economic forces rather than ethnic,
whereas the abandonment of central areas
would be a common condition of the most
disadvantaged groups, whatever their origin.
As noticeable from the LQs, most of the per-
ipheral areas stand out for hosting several
nationalities, still being inhabited chiefly by
Italians, characterising themselves as multi-
ethnic yet likely not socially mixed
neighbourhoods.

In the marked centre–periphery dualism
that distinguishes Milan, the central areas
would be characterised by a form of reverse
segregation, being inaccessible to the most
disadvantaged classes of any origin, as well
as to foreigners from low-income countries
not included in the third modality identified
by Lanzani. This self-segregation does not
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take place in the form of the third modality
identified by Marcuse (1997) in addition to
the ghetto and the enclave, namely that of
the citadel, voluntarily and physically iso-
lated by the dominant group to distance
itself from those who do not belong to the
elite.9 Rather, entry barriers rest on solid
economic, social and cultural foundations,
intangible but no less concrete and insur-
mountable. A further proof of the segrega-
tion dynamics present in the territory was
provided by the analysis not of residential
patterns, but rather of school choice,
whereby it has been ascertained that in the
choice of school for their children in com-
pulsory education, Milanese families often
do not opt for the nearest public institution,
but for private or public schools that may
also be located far from home, as long as
they do not have high ratios of non-Italian
students, following white flight logics
(Cordini et al., 2019; Pacchi and Ranci,
2017).

Concerning the groups investigated, the
most interesting case is that of the Chinese
population, traditionally settled in the Sarpi
neighbourhood and nearby. From the segre-
gation indexes it emerged that in a context
of moderate segregation, Chinese families
are the most spatially grouped, as confirmed
also by their LQs map, showing an over-
representation in contiguous areas in the
first northern periphery. The settlement of
this ethnic group – whose presence in Milan
amounts to over 35,000 individuals10 – is to
be read jointly with the predominant work
dynamics in this community. A recent study
on the entrepreneurship models of the
Chinese community in Milan (Pisati et al.,
2020) has highlighted how Chinese compa-
nies tend to cluster in specific areas, which
coincide with those in which the community
resides, taking advantage of the concentra-
tion of resources and opportunities (custom-
ers, suppliers, workforce, know-how).
Rather than being a peculiarity of the

Milanese Chinatown, such characteristics
relate to Chinese settlements in several
metropolises (Light, 1972; Zhou, 1992,
1998), with the presence of enclave econo-
mies (Portes and Manning, 1986), in which
the products and services of ethnic busi-
nesses, typically small-sized and family-dri-
ven, are primarily addressed to the group
they belong to and not the overall popula-
tion or other ethnic minorities. In the
Milanese case, such a model does not just
relate to Chinese families; indeed, the terri-
torial distribution of companies is not
homogeneous in the urban space: spatially
proximate companies tend to be more simi-
lar to each other – in terms of activities,
characteristics and the ethnic origin of the
owners – compared to those who are more
distant (Riva and Lucchini, 2014). The pecu-
liarity of the Chinese community is the
marked overlap between their places of liv-
ing and working activity, a characteristic
that contributes to making it the most evi-
dent and significant case of an ethnic enclave
present in the territory, with residential
choices much more influenced by the weight
of ethnic ties than for other nationalities.
Such a model is in line with the historical
formation of Chinatowns in the US, with
the Chinese leaving small town and rural
areas to concentrate in depressed inner city
areas as a way to protect themselves from
discrimination and violence in the host soci-
ety (Li, 2005), characterising their districts
as residential and economic zones where
they can practice traditional culture and live
in socially cohesive environments (Wong,
1982). Such an urban form exemplifies the
distinction between the enclave, as a positive
and enabling clustering, and the ghetto, in
its more negative meaning, bearing in mind
that these are two opposite poles of a conti-
nuum (Marcuse, 1997; Wacquant, 2004).

The case of the most present group of for-
eigners in Milan, the Egyptians, is com-
pletely different from that of the Chinese.
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Italy is the main European country for
Egyptian immigration, with the Lombardy
Region and Milan in particular being the
preferred destinations, where migrants are
mainly employed in industry, commerce,
catering and business services (MLPS, 2020)
– commercial activities devoid of ethnic con-
notations and aimed at the entire popula-
tion. Accordingly, the Egyptian population
is fairly integrated in the territory (Zohry,
2009) and oriented towards a long-term stay
(MLPS, 2020). Therefore, compared to the
Chinese case, residential settlement patterns
have less need to be guided by ethnicity and
proximity between places of residence and
work, being more influenced by market
logics, with the consequent greater residen-
tial dispersion and the formation of more
territorially scattered groupings. This settle-
ment pattern, with differing configurations
and specificities, would also seem to be the
prevailing one among the other nationalities
examined (except for those mainly employed
in the domestic sector), differently from the
Chinese pattern, constituting an isolated
case among the most represented foreign
groups in Milan.

From the picture outlined, the geography
of settlement for some citizenships is clearly
linked with their labour market patterns
(e.g. the Chinese’s enclave economy, the
Egyptians’ integrated employment, the
Ukrainians, Filipinos and Sri Lankans’
domestic labour), highlighting the intertwin-
ing of class and urban structure. Related to
this, in the neo-liberal era, the polarisation of
occupational structure fed by the fragmenta-
tion of wage labour (unstable, part-time,
short-term, low-pay, dead-end employment)
fostered processes of territorial polarisation
flowing into territorial stigmatisation for
those areas characterised by a concentration
of the underclass, inducing public and pri-
vate disinvestment (Wacquant, 2016: 1082),
triggering a vicious circle of individual and
spatial marginality.

As limitations, first, having used citizen-
ship to identify belonging to a specific for-
eign group, we are aware that our data may
include migrants in possession of Italian citi-
zenship, who have been categorised as
Italians. However, the use of citizenship was
less subject to bias than the only other strat-
egy pursuable – using information about
country of birth. Second, having focused on
families as a unit of analysis and having cho-
sen to assign to the household the citizenship
of the data sheet’s reference person, we are
aware that the presence of mixed household
may have altered the results. To account for
this potential bias, we also performed the
analyses on individuals as a robustness
check, reaching analogous results.11 Third,
our study unavoidably focused on foreign
individuals regularly present in the civil reg-
istry, however, according to 2016 estimates
in Milan, there were 26,150 irregular
migrants, corresponding approximately to
9% of the foreign population (Fondazione
ISMU, 2017).12 Our indexes might be
affected by such distortion, for which there
is no possibility of correction through the
lack of individual data on irregular foreign-
ers. Fourth, dealing with ecological analyses,
spatial measurements may be significantly
influenced by the choice of territorial unit.
Therefore, we also performed the analyses at
the NILs scale to check for potential bias
introduced by the Modifiable Area Unit
Problem (Reardon and O’Sullivan, 2004:
123; Waller and Gotway, 2004: 104), reach-
ing comparable results.13 Finally, we limited
our analyses to Milan, although it would
have been interesting to focus on the whole
metropolitan area, made up of the 133
municipalities of the province, accounting
for more than three million inhabitants,
given its importance in defining urban pro-
cesses and dynamics (Oberti and Préteceille,
2017). Extending the analysis to the whole
province would constitute a relevant next
step in the study.
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Conclusion

Although the analysis of the segregation
indexes traditionally used in the literature has
led to relatively low values, it is evident that
the phenomenon of social segregation among
foreign minorities in Milan is anything but
negligible, going beyond the purely residential
dimension and touching aspects of social and
economic integration of families, being inter-
twined with the dynamics and the forms of
socio-economic inequality that already exist in
the territory. The issue is of crucial relevance
for local public policies, with the aim of con-
trasting the growing dualisation of the
Milanese territory, with the evident fragmenta-
tion between areas of strong commercial and
economic interest and areas becoming more
and more peripheral not only geographically,
but also from a socio-economic perspective.
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Notes

1. It is important to bear in mind that cate-
gories such as ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ are
socially constructed, and that the categorisa-
tion of ’foreigner’ might not match with the
real experience of an individual or a group,
also contributing to the racialisation of
migrant populations. Though being aware
of such an issue, when investigating spatial
segregation by means of secondary data in a
quantitative framework it is unavoidable to
rely on some heuristic procedures based on
the information available.

2. American segregation is influenced by the
country’s slave-owning past: racial minori-
ties are still subject to accumulated eco-
nomic disadvantages and socio-economic
discrimination. In Europe the structural
conditions for the development of ghettoes
were lacking thanks to the protections
implemented by various welfare state
arrangements (Musterd, 2005).

3. The use of the term ‘voluntarily’ does not
mean that the processes of residential settle-
ment are the result of choices freely made by
individuals to maximise their well-being.
Although agency may play an important
role, individual choices are guided by the set
of opportunities and constraints (the struc-

ture) characterising the context. Marcuse’s
reference to the concept of voluntariness is to
be understood as opposed to an explicitly
coercive spatial allocation (e.g. ghetto,
apartheid).

4. According to the definition, ‘they represent
areas that can be defined as Milan neigh-
bourhoods, in which it is possible to recog-
nise historical and project districts, with
different characteristics from each other’
(https://dati.comune.milano.it/it/dataset/
ds964-nil-vigenti-pgt-2030). Their location
in the Milanese territory is shown in Figure
A1 in the Appendix.

5. Except for the D and RCO, which were
computed comparing each foreign group
with the Italian population, all the other

indexes were computed comparing each
group with the rest of the population
(Italians plus other foreigners).
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6. The cut-offs adopted are suggested by
Brown and Chung (2006).

7. The comparison between indexes across dif-
ferent contexts must be performed with cau-
tion, as they are computed from territorial
units of different sizes.

8. Such maps were made with territorial units
other than those used for the computation
of the indexes. Nevertheless, for descriptive
purposes it is possible to overlay the maps
to compare the distribution of the indicators
without running into the methodological

issue of the Modifiable Area Unit Problem
(Reardon and O’Sullivan, 2004: 123; Waller
and Gotway, 2004: 104).

9. Regarding the Milanese case, the so-called
gated communities are limited to a few situa-
tions in peripheral areas.

10. The number refers to residents of Chinese
citizenship, but with respect to the concept
of ‘Chinese community’ it is necessarily
underestimated as it excludes all subjects of
generations after the first who, while main-
taining strong ties with the community of
origin, are in possession of Italian
citizenship.

11. The results are available from the authors
upon request.

12. According to the estimates, the irregular for-
eigners had the following origins: 35% Asia,
27% North Africa, 20% South America,
11% Eastern Europe (extra EU), 7% Africa
and others.

13. The results are available from the authors
upon request.
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C (ed.) I limiti sociali della crescita: Milano e le

16 Urban Studies 00(0)
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Figure A2. Taxable income per capita in the Municipality of Milan, in 2019 (38 Postal Code areas).
Source: Our elaboration of Ministry of Economy and Finance data. Classification method: natural jenks.

Figure A3. Real estate ownership values (median between minimum and maximum price for residential
use buildings), in 2021 (41 OMI areas).
Source: Our elaboration of Revenue Agencies – Real Estate Market Observatory. Classification method: natural jenks.

Figure A4. Real estate rent values (median between minimum and maximum price for residential use
buildings), in 2021 (41 OMI areas).
Source: Our elaboration of Revenue Agencies – Real Estate Market Observatory. Classification method: natural jenks.
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Table A2. Percentage distribution of educational
level and occupational class by citizenship status in
the Municipality of Milan, 2020.

Citizenship Total

Italian Foreigner

Educational level
Primary 7.8 7.8 7.8
Lower-secondary 18.9 52.1 24.3
Higher-secondary 36.8 26.0 35.1
Tertiary 36.5 14.1 32.9
Total (n = 3586) 100 100 100

Occupational class
Manager 9.2 0.9 7.4
Executive 20.5 1.4 16.4
Office worker 56.0 13.7 46.8
Manual worker 14.4 84.1 29.1
Total (n = 1368) 100 100 100

Note: Survey data representative at the municipality level,

percentages weighted by population sampling weights.

Source: Our elaboration of ISTAT’s Rilevazione Continua

sulle Forze di Lavoro 2020 data.

Table A3. Latest net monthly income (e) at the
time of survey, by educational level in Italians and
foreigner in the Municipality of Milan, 2020.

Citizenship Total

Italian Foreigner

Educational level
Primary 756 930 870
Lower-secondary 1112 963 1027
Higher-secondary 1509 1028 1416
Tertiary 1991 1319 1951
Total (n = 1373) 1719 1026 5571

Source: Our elaboration of ISTAT’s Rilevazione Continua

sulle Forze di Lavoro 2020 data.
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Table A4. Percentage distribution occupational class by educational level in Italians and foreigner in the
Municipality of Milan, 2020.

Educational level Total

Primary Lower-secondary Higher-secondary Tertiary

Italian
Manager 0.0 0.0 2.1 15.9 9.2
Executive 0.0 0.9 12.0 30.3 20.5
Office worker 0.0 29.5 68.6 53.3 56.0
Manual worker 100.0 69.6 17.3 0.5 14.4
Total (n = ,1082) 100 100 100 100 100

Foreigners
Manager 0.0 0.5 0.0 5.1 0.9
Executive 0.0 0.0 0.0 11.6 1.4
Office worker 0.0 9.9 9.6 46.4 13.7
Manual worker 100.0 89.6 90.4 36.9 84.1
Total (n = 286) 100 100 100 100 100

Note: Survey data representative at the municipality level, percentages weighted by population sampling weights.

Source: Our elaboration of ISTAT’s Rilevazione Continua sulle Forze di Lavoro 2020 data.

22 Urban Studies 00(0)


