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Abstract

The surprising and rapid growth of religious pluralism can be considered one
of the main transformations driven by migratory processes in Italy. Elaborating
on original results collected for different research projects, we discuss the ways
in which migrants have re-settled and re-adjusted their faiths in a new political
and social context as well as we explain how State institutions and local terri-
tories have reacted to this historical change. The analytical themes will be, on
the one side, (a) the modes of re-sacralisation of Italian geography and (b) the
lived experience of migrants in their religious places. On the other side, we ex-
amine (c) the current and main ways of regulating religious diversity, including
the institutional barriers that these express, and the (d) counterstrategies that
migrants adopt to continue to practise their faith despite fears and forms of
opposition. To grasp the intersection of these dynamics, we consider what we
also call the «Italian paradox»: a diffused presence of religious minorities in cit-
ies or post-industrial areas which, however, frequently lacks adequate juridical
and civic recognition. The analysis of this misalignment, between «d iure and de
facto religious pluralismy», will be the final argument this essay proposes.

Italy and its changing religious soul: between transition
and tension

The Italian religious scenario has rapidly changed as a direct result of mi-
gratory flows (Pace, 2013; Ricucci, 2017; Zanfrini, 2020; Ambrosini, Molli &
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Naso, 2022). Especially in the last three decades, the settlement of international
migrants has produced a new and increasingly complex religious geography,
leading to one of the main social and cultural novelties for a country with a
strong mono-religious background.

In Italy, pluralism is not a completely new phenomenon but, in terms of
composition, it was historically limited to the presence of Evangelical church-
es, especially Methodist and Waldensian churches, various Jewish communi-
ties and some Pentecostal movements. In this sense, data from ISTAT (Office
of National Statistics) are quite eloquent: almost the entire Italian population
(99.6%) was constituted by Catholics in 1931 (Naso, 2022).

Looking at the present, the coming of new migrant minorities and their
religious traditions has profoundly changed this (quasi) mono-religious config-
uration. At the end of 2023, we may trace the presence of a population of just
over 5,300,000 officially resident foreigners. According to statistics provided by
Idos-Confronti (2024), we discover that half of them (2.480.000 — 50 %) ate
Christians’ and a third are Muslims* (1.760.000 - 34%). Among Christians, more
than half are (a) Orthodox (55 % - equal to 1.400.000 people) who precede
(b) Catholics (800.000, a third of all Christians) and (c) Evangelicals belong-
ing to different congregational areas (200.000, about a tenth of Christians).
To complete this picture, there are also Eastern religions, for example: Hindus
(170.000), Buddhists (140.000) and Sikhs (about 90.000). In light of these data,
we may grasp why migrations represent the major factor of change for «the
religious soul» of Italian society.

This transition, like any other form of social and cultural change, is not an
easy process to accept and recognise. Various fears are spreading, gaining suc-
cess in the public opinion, such as the apprehension that new minorities may
threaten social cohesion, or the idea of incompatibility of their religious tra-
ditions with the public sphere. We can also mention the more recent «claim»
for the defence of the Christian identity of the Italian society, presented as the
true, and unique, cultural basis with which our country should identify itself.
Reaffirming its value, especially (but not only) against Muslim communities, has
become a recurrent anathema used by right-wing populist movements in Italy
and elsewhere in Europe (Ambrosini & Molli, 2023).

3 These data on religious belongings show also that we are not facing an Islamization of the
country given that the majority of migrants are estimated to be Christians. In this sense, we
can observe that religious diversity, in reality, is not an issue of «a less Christian Italy, but of
a Christianity that is ever less Italian».

4 According to ISMU (2024), Moroccans are the main national group among Muslims in Italy
(27.4% of the total). Then, we find the Albanians (10.3%), Bangladeshis (8.9%), Pakistanis
(8.5%), Senegalese (7.2%), Egyptians (6.7%) and Tunisians (6.6%). In terms of religious
gatherings, local communities can be monoethnic or mixed; it depends on how their local
leaderships have decided to structure and shape the same realities, a theme we elaborate on
the next sessions.
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Another key and, at the same time, controversial issue concerns instead the
legal and political governance of pluralism. Even if the religious freedom is
constitutionally guaranteed, the current law that regulates the relations between
the Italian State and religious minorities presents critical barriers, especially for
their formal recognition (see, for details, Ferrari 2012). Its «juridical architrave»
is represented by the sntesa, namely an official agreement stipulated with the
State which, however, has a strong discretional power in deciding whether to
accept or reject the proposal to negotiate it. Beyond the (im)possibility of stip-
ulating an znfesa, the other legal source that could offer a form of recognition
to new religious minorities shows similar limits. Over the last eighty years, few
changes have been made to this law dated 1929 (and introduced during the fas-
cist period), whose name is quite emblematic: «admitted faiths». Thus, the cut-
rent legislative body conditions the chance to be formally recognised by public
institutions, especially when eventual «applicants» are migrants, whose political
citizenship is a weak point to recall.

Starting from these premises, the chapter focuses on the role of migrant pop-
ulations for the expansion of religious diversity in Italy, and it examines what
will be also called the «ltalian Paradox»: a diffused pluralism in Italian cities and
their urban scenarios which, however, frequently lacks adequate recognition.
The analysis of this gap between «de iure and de facto religious pluralismy relies on
data gathered in various studies on this subject, including a large research pro-
ject® conducted in Lombardy — the main Italian region for what concerns the
presence of migrants and their faiths — and sustained by the Waldensian church.

For framing the Italian case, the chapter discusses four main arguments. The
first inquiries into (a) the practices of re-sacralisations of spaces, presenting
the ways in which migrants tried to intercalate their faiths in Italian urban and
extra-urban landscapes; the second intends to shed light on (b) the lived expe-
rience of migrants in their religious places, identifying meanings and functions
that religion re-acquires in migration; the third examines the Italian institutional
context and (c) the main ways of recognition of religious diversity, including
the problems and conflicts that minority religions can encounter at local level.
Finally, we explore the (d) counterstrategies and tactics that minorities use to
continue to experience their faith despite stigmatisation and lack of an adequate
recognition. As we will see, the main analytical guidelines will be «transition and
tensiony.

5 The author wishes to thank the «Confronti Study Centre» and its associated journal
«Confrontl. Religions, Politics and Society» (https://confronti.net/centro-studi) for having
promoted the research project on «religious pluralism and immigration» in Italy, and for all
the supports and suggestions received during the development of the study by colleagues.



94 Challenges to Multiculturalism. Exploring Indian and Italian Experiences

Migrant minorities’ practices of re-sacralisation: modes
of change of the Italian religious geography

The sociological study of space becomes particularly useful for exploring
the ways of transformation of Italy from «a mono to a pluri-religious country»
(Ambrosini, Molli & Naso 2022). In search of a site where to gather and wor-
ship, migrant populations tried to re-create their faiths in existing geography.
In this sense, they transformed the meaning and use of urban and extra-urban
scenarios in religious terms, generally by re-adapting neglected and abandoned
buildings, such as old churches and sanctuaries as well as disused warehouses,
factories or shops.

This religious activism led by ethnic minorities represent an interesting (and
often overlooked) «counter-history» of migration. In the last three decades, the
strong economic demand of new workforce in various sectors of the labour
market has incentivized the arrival of new populations. Consequently, Italy has
received the religious diversity they bring with them. Pace and Da Silva Moreira,
commenting on the famous sentence of Max Frisch: «we asked for workers, we
got people instead», have also added: «we discovered they have a soul» (2018:
3). As we will see, this also led to a sort of schizophrenic attitude: we wanted
workers, but not their prayers.

The impact of migrants’ religions on urban landscapes is the focus of a
growing and interdisciplinary literature (Cancellieri & Saint-Blancat 2012).
Along with the pioneering works of R. Orsi (1999; 2002) and L. Kong (2001;
2010), scholars like J. Eade (2012) and D. Garbin (2023) started to explore how
minorities re-shaped the religious contours of contemporary cities. As com-
mented by J. Eade, «while mobilities have been extensively analysed in terms of
secular processes, the role of religion is becoming ever more evident» (2012:1).
Similarly, Burchardt and Becci invited to «interrogate and partially reject ear-
lier generalized assumptions about the secularizing effects of urbanization»
(2013:1).

Here the point is that the coming of migrant minorities revitalised the pres-
ence of religions in the city, leading to the formation of «micro-laboratories of
pluralism» where boundaries between «sacred and secular» have become ever
more porous and fluid because of processes of reconversion and readaptation
of the existing urban fabric (Garbin & Strhan 2017). Another correlated point
concerns the fact that religion is a key dimension for the intertwining of «o-
cality with transnationality» (Sheringham 2013; Vasquez and Knott 2014) and
for the juncture of two different geographies of sense in the same place. The
research of Levitt (2007): «God needs no passportr, gives interesting interpreta-
tions of these processes, as religion, par excellence, represents one of the major
forces that transcends the physicality of national borders.



Migration and religious diversity in Italy 95

Taking inspiration from this literature, it is possible to examine the Italian
case and the religious revivals promoted by immigrants. These are discussed by
using findings gathered in a comparative research project. Thanks to detailed
work of mapping, we can compare the settlement of 71 Orthodox parishes,
41 Pentecostal churches (among 410 identified), 85 Catholic communities, 128
Muslim centres, 17 Sikh temples and 6 Buddhist centres, for a total of 348 new
religious communities in Lombardy, which is the main Italian region in terms of
number of migrants (a quarter of them reside in this region). Precisely, it is pos-
sible to discuss what I term «practices of re-sacralisation», namely the ways in
which migrants try to obtain and readjust a place of worship according to their
spiritual needs. The empirical analysis shows three recurrent spatial patterns
that occur in: 1) city central areas, 2) urban neighbourhoods and 3) extra-urban
industrial or agricultural areas.

In the first case, we found the process of «re-sacralising already sacred spac-
es», namely the reuse and revitalisation of abandoned or less used churches.
Both Catholic (Molli 2020) and Orthodox migrant communities (Guglielmi
2022) are key examples. Specifically, Italian parishes typically possess a wide as-
sortment of places of worship in urban central areas, which, due to seculariza-
tion trends and the decreasing in birth rate, today are less attended, and, in some
cases, left empty. Christian migrants, after not easy processes of negotiation
with local parishes, have reopened «vacant churchesy, where they can converge
from city suburbs on weekends (Molli 2020). Milan — with the presence of 22
Orthodox parishes and 40 catholic ethnic communities — has become the main
«epicentre» for the development of a new Christian geography. Its religious
centre represents the hub for an important urban mobility that attracts faithful
who come from a vast surrounding area and who organise long spiritual jour-
neys to participate in Sunday meetings. Forgotten corners of historic centres
were therefore revived by Christian immigrants.

Another version of this spatial pattern is the «church sharings (Ambrosini
2019), that is the use of the same place between different migrants’ communi-
ties or between migrants and Italians who frequent the same local parish; here
we find an intercultural but not easy spatial interchange between ethnically and
socially different groups of faithful.

In the second case, we have the process of «sacralising suburbsy. This is the
reuse and readaptation of empty shops or commercial structures (like offices)
as well as apartments in popular areas. Pentecostal communities in peripheries
are an emblematic example. We mention the experience of Latin-Americans
who work in city suburbs — like the case of family caregivers, nurses in hospitals
as well as workers in the logistic sector — and their efforts to collect money and
look for places where to re-create churches. With respect to the religious revi-
talization of disused buildings in urban areas, we can observe that a facilitating
factor was the economic crisis initiated in 2008. Our study can confirm that it
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was a watershed moment also in sacred terms. More precisely, it posed (unex-
pected) premises for the availability of spaces, since Italians were less interested
in new investments and property trading, leading to new opportunities for mi-
grant minorities in search of a place (e.g., auctioned properties). Recurring in
various interviews was the reference to the period after 2008; as emblematically
commented by a Pentecostal pastor: «the crisis helped us».

Another case of interest for the same pattern in suburban areas is that of
ethnic Buddhist temples (Molli 2022a). These were established by Sti Lankans
who decided to dispose of their own place of worship separately from other
Buddhist centres founded by Italians in the 80s and 90s. They gathered resourc-
es for acquiring apartments or buildings where to re-create their worship halls.

In the third case, we have the «sacralization of extra-urban spaces», generally
in industrial areas, as in the case of Muslim communities (127) who often (but
not always) reconverted old and disused warehouses or factories (see also El
Ayoubi & Paravati 2018; Mezzetti 2022). This is a process that develops «from
inside» through practices of redecoration, while «from outside» buildings often
maintain the profile of an industrial unit. As we will see in the next paragraphs,
since in Italy the possibility of creating a religious space ex-novo is subject to a
complicated legal procedure (especially in Lombardy), they were forced to find
this kind of solution by reusing factories or warehouses, not without tensions
and political conflicts.

Another important example is that of Sikh temples which are concentrated in
extra-urban agriculture zones, often in medium-small municipalities. This type
of geolocation is associated to the fact that Indian immigrants are frequently
employed as milkers in Lombardy (Gallo 2021; Bertolani 2013; Naso 2021).
Over time, they have replaced the Italian workforce in this specific segment of
the labour market, creating an «ethnic occupational niche» (Molli 2024), like
in the emblematic case of the «Bassa Bergamasca», a large livestock area that
confines with the city of Bergamo, Brescia and Mantua. Here, temples are not
buildings created ab origine for religious practices but are instead «secular struc-
turesy, such as deposits or warehouses no longer used. In this sense, Sikhs have
re-adjusted abandoned or vacant structures situated in agricultural districts for
new spiritual purposes.

Thus, these three different spatial patterns show the efforts of minorities to
find a sacred place in Italy and, at the same time, their active role in re-shap-
ing Italian territories, giving them a new sense and use. The ways in which
these spaces are re-signified, especially in terms of hubs where to find spiritual
and social answers for the experience of migration, are the following analytical
points; as we will see, religions in diaspora «recover and rediscover» important
functions.
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The meanings of religion in migration: roots and routes

«When the fog begins to thicken on the horizons of our lives, and the flash of lightning
and boom of thunder announce the outbreak of the hurricane of our suffering, of grief, of
sorrow, and of anguish, we turn our eyes and our thoughts to this sanctuary, and we find here
safety, relief and peace».

The passage is taken by R. Orsi’s book (2010: 165) and, in origin, comes
from an Italian periodical: the Bollettino, September 1929. It commemorates
the history of the «Madonna of 115th Street» and her devotion in New York
City. Behind this cult, we find the experience of Italian emigrants, who arrived
in Manhattan in the 1870s to work on the First Avenue’s trolley tracks.

In a short time, they formed a large working-class enclave along the East
River, an area which took the emblematic name of «ltalian Harlem». The
Marian devotion they transplanted in the city served as a «tool» for reimagining
their mother-country, representing in this sense a temporal and transnational
bridge: «for Italians the Madonna stood between the United States and Italy,
severed memories and emergent aspirations» (Orsi 2010: 163). Beyond the idea,
the chaplaincy re-created in honour of «Our Lady», over time, was transformed
by emigrants into a meeting point, becoming a source of practical help for the
challenges that they met during the process of adaptation and inclusion to the
American society: it was a secure port in the «tempest».

After decades, religious institutions perform a similar role in the experience
of migration (Ambrosini, Bonizzoni & Molli 2021). As we have seen for the
case of Italian emigrants, one of the first functions is the reproduction, main-
taining and transmission of cultural traditions (Tweed 1997; Levitt 2007). In
sociological terms, religion is a «chain of memory» that serves to re-produce
a set of meanings and practices that link «past, present and future». In other
words, through this chain, migrants can reactivate and experience «a home away
from home». For example, national or civil holidays are frequently celebrated
in combination with religious appointments. This form of reincorporation also
includes the use of musical instruments, songs, choirs, clothes and native foods
which together create the impression of continuity with the mother country.

Along with ethnic traditions, religious gatherings offer a protected space to
rely on for combating loneliness and disorientation that derive from the loss
of social ties. A familiar atmosphere gives, in this sense, the possibility to find
existential security and inner force (Reyes-Espiritu 2023). At the same time, par-
ticipation in places of worship contributes to the chance to develop relations
and strengthen social capital during emigration (Foley & Hoge 2007; Stepick,
Rey & Mabhler 2009), with significant repercussions in emotional and psycho-
logical terms (Connor 2012). This is the motive why, beyond spiritual practices,
socializing activities and community events are regularly incentivized in reli-
gious spaces. These serve to share the difficulties faithful face in everyday life,



98 Challenges to Multiculturalism. Exploring Indian and Italian Experiences

providing them the opportunity to soften sufferings and rebuild a positive im-
age of themselves (Gozdiack, 2002; McMichael 2002). Thus, places of worship
are re-transformed into «safe shelters», and religion into a source of «resilience».

In addition to these functions, we also find the response to material and
practical needs that migrants meet during the settlement process (Ambrosini,
Bonizzoni & Molli 2021). Thus, religious institutions tend to assume a multi-
functional profile in diaspora as, often, are the first points of reference to which
migrants turn for questions relating to work, documents, housing, bureaucratic
procedures and healthcare assistance (Ley 2008). In this sense, solidarity be-
comes a central motif of their «mission abroad» (Molli 2022b) and the migrato-
ry experience promotes a revision and enlargement of their religious mandate
in terms of welcoming and listening. For example, we find the organisation of
practices of help, promotion of fundraisings for those who are in need, but also
language courses and citizenship classes for sustaining faithful in their new lives.

As we can see, religious minorities combine roots with new functions. In
other terms, transplantation is also transformation. Beyond their activism for
finding a place and re-organising new spiritual and social services, the national
and local context where they arrive is another important factor to consider, es-
pecially for what concerns institutional dynamics and juridical norms.

Religious diversity in Italy: de iure vs de facto

The regulation of religion — or at least the tentative of regulate it — by the
State is a central and recurring element of European social history (Batbalet,
Possamai & Turner 2011). As clearly observed by G. Baumann: «religion, with
its claims to ultimate truths and its potential social divisiveness, is the oldest
problem of the nation-state» (2002: 42). This is the reason why, when we con-
centrate and reflect on contemporaneity, we should always consider the implica-
tions of earlier periods and past institutional dynamics (Eade 2011). During the
process of construction and reinforcement of modern States, phases of «co-
operation and conflict» have characterised their rapport with religions. These
dynamics, with varying intensity, have led to different types of juridical and po-
litical agendas, introduced with the intent to (try to) govern the place of religion
in the public sphere.

We may observe that the same issue (or dilemma) is back in the limelight to-
day (Breskaya, Giordan & Richardson 2018; Triandafyllidou & Magazzini 2020)
for the fact that minorities, «from below», are questioning existing institutional
ways of regulating pluralism (Molli & Eade 2024). Whether and how their re-
ligious communities reduce or reinforce trust in and compliance with public
institutions represents one of the main contentious themes, especially if we
consider — as we have seen before — the role and meaning of faith in the con-
struction of migrant minorities’ identity. Italy, in this sense, represents a case of
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particular interest, given its historical background as a (quasi) mono-religious
country (Magazzini 2020) and, at the same time, given the rapidity of change
towards a highly multi-religious scenario. This is the reason why we now inquire
into the current legislation and its main instruments in terms of governance of
religious diversity.

First, we recall that Italy shows some analogies with other European coun-
tries; a primus inter pares religion — namely a religion with consolidated and priv-
ileged relations with public institutions — exists for historical and symbolical
reasons. On the other side, the country shows, instead, peculiarities for what
concerns the regulation of relations with religious minorities and the ways in
which these can be recognized. These specificities deserve to be explored for
comprehending the barriers that migrants meet when they transplant their
faiths.

We now succinctly discuss the major sources. The republican constitution
affirms and defends the freedom of religion in individual terms (see articles
19 and 20). The article 7 rules the relations between the Italian State and the
Catholic Church (according to the Lateran Treaties) and the successive article
(n.8) provides the juridical framework in terms of how a religion different from
that Catholic can be formally recognised. As commented by A. Ferrari and S.
Ferrari, this article «gives a special emphasis to the institutional profile of re-
ligious freedom» (2010: 6). More precisely, it offers to non-Catholic faiths the
opportunity to be juridically recognised as formal organisations — if they are in
accord with the fundamental principles of the Italian legal system — but, and
this is the point to consider, their relations with the State are defined by bilateral
agreements on the basis of what in Italian is called znzesa.

The real and controversial question is that the first phase for reaching an
agreement begins and develops at a governmental level, between an ad hoc com-
mission and representatives of that religion. A draft of the agreement is then
prepared, and it is evaluated or revised by the ad hoc commission which — it is
worth remembering — depends on the government and not on an independent
institutional power. After this step, the text passes to the Presidency of the
Council, to then be submitted to the Parliament. Thus, we have an asymmetry,
namely the government has a strong discretional power, especially in deciding
whether to accept or reject the proposal to negotiate a treaty. Over time, the
possibility to have it (i.e. the Infesa) has become a critical bartiet®. The Idos-
Confronti dossier (2024) calculates that this legal solution is today accessible to
only 10% of those who declare a faith other than Catholic.

Beyond the article n. 8 and the juridical instrument it provides, we can also
recall another tool in terms of formal recognition. Religions without official

6 Only thirteen religions have reached an agreement with the Italian state from 1984 to 2019:
for details see: https://presidenza.governo.it/ USRI/ confessioni/intese_indice.html.
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agreements with the State (namely without an Inzesa) are ruled by the (obsolete)
law on «admitted cultsy, which, we remember, dates back to the fascist period
(law n. 1159, 24 June 1929). This model is of second order since it limits the
access to a series of key benefits (for example, economic supports, religious
festivities or relations with public bodies) reserved instead to those religions
that have an znfesa with the Italian State. Moreover, this model has produced an
asymmetry among minority religions in Italy: among those who have stronger
or weaker forms of recognition.

Considering these juridical sources and their barriers, we find another type
of solution that religious communities tend usually to adopt, namely registering
in the various formulae of association recognized by common law: as if they
were volunteering or civil society actors. This solution has also been called a
«mimetic strategy» by Ferrari (2011) since minorities may, in this way, continue
to organise meetings, aggregations and activities by following the model of
cultural/social associations. In other terms, this can be considered an obtorto
collo preference.

This type of (forced) option creates, however, a series of problems. One
of these relates to a delicate theme we have introduced before, such as the es-
tablishment or use of buildings for religious purposes. Creating ex 7ovo places
of worship (or readapting existing places) is a very controversial issue in Italy
because there is no national law that regulates with precision their opening,
More precisely, it is a contentious juridical matter between «State and regionsy,
and the key problem is that the Italian State has never dictated general guide-
lines. The result is that we find different laws at regional level. For example,
Lombardy — where data were gathered — used, for a long period of time, several
limiting regulations, most of which were, step by step, sanctioned by the consti-
tutional court. Specifically, the law n. 2, approved on 3 February 2015, entitled
«amendments to the regional law n.12, approved on 11 March 2005» introduced
a series of administrative bans against the opening of new places of worship
as well as the reconversion of existing buildings for religious purposes. Muslim
communities were, especially but not only, the real target of this law; indeed,
various political figures called it in interviews and public declarations: /egge an-
ti-moschee (namely, anti-mosques law).

Beyond the case of Lombardy, we can draw some conclusions in line with
the aims we proposed in this paragraph. First, as we can comprehend, religious
diversity suffers from lack of legal recognition, especially for those confessions
imported by migrant populations. The Italian law poses various limits, and the
possibility to negotiate a treaty (the main juridical instrument) depends on gov-
ernment intents. Second, an essential part of religious freedom is the possibility
to exercise it in collective forms. Consequently, practicing a religion requires an
appropriate place of worship. But, in absence of an updated as well as adequate
law, this possibility is limited. More precisely, this right has become a «local level
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affair» (Ambrosini, Molli & Cacciapaglia 2024) as it often depends on territorial
administrations and their PGTs (planning urban rules) that have a crucial role in
determining the possibility for a religious community to obtain and use a place
of worship in Italian cities. In other terms, «an urban norm can be used to limit
a constitutional right».

The conclusion, therefore, is that religious pluralism encounters important
legal restrictions in term of formal recognition but, as the previous paragraphs
have demonstrated, exists, and it is widely rooted in various cities. This is what
can be called the Italian paradox, or the gap between de iure and de facto plural-
ism; in synthesis, reality has gone beyond the rule.

A precarious equilibrium: conflicts, and tactics of
acceptance

The hiatus between de 7ure and de facto is not only a juridical but a sociological
matter. As we have introduced before, this gap has created tensions and con-
flicts in local territories which, in turn, have often attracted the attention of me-
dia and public opinion. On the other hand, migrant minorities try to navigate
in this ambiguity for continuing to have a place where to gather and pray. They
can use different strategies, such as avoiding visibility, showing a positive image
of their role and/or seeking informal recognition through the development of
positive relationships with key actors which can guarantee them some forms of
protection from conflicts.

The success of these strategies, however, depends on various factors. Among
these, we can recall the type of confession, for example Muslim communities
are usually under the public opinion radar in terms of phobias (Allievi 2014),
or the political attitude of the territorial context and its main players, like insti-
tutions or civil society associations, in supporting or denying migrant minoti-
ties’ efforts in achieving stability and recognition. Our research in Lombatdy
has identified variable situations, both negative and positive. We start from the
problems that minority religions encounter, here summarised in a «hierarchy of
exclusiony.

The first position in this scale is occupied by Islam. Even if Muslim com-
munities generally follow the mimetic strategic — namely they adopt the model
of cultural associations for continuing to organise spiritual activities — various
conflicts may arise, especially for the readaptation of secular buildings (like old
factories or warehouses) for religious purposes. Not always but often, munic-
ipality bans are used with the intent to close these sites, producing a series of
juridical disputes in administrative courts. Some of these confrontations gain
national visibility, other remain invisible (a theme we discuss further).
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Beyond Islam, also the presence of Sikh minorities may create tensions.
Eight of the seventeen temples we studied for our research in Lombardy de-
clared to have met unwelcoming reactions by the local communities, including
administrative restrictions for the readaptation of buildings in temples. Not dif-
ferently, we also met cases of Pentecostal churches (generally those frequented
by African groups) thaw were sanctioned and closed (see also Pace 2021).

Buddhism was an interesting case. Although in common ideas it represents,
par excellence, the «religion of peace», when temples are recreated by migrant
minorities (principally by Sti Lankans) there can be difficulties, especially in
terms of perceived security. In the neighbourhoods where migrants readapted
their places of worship, we registered that local communities have initially ex-
pressed preoccupations and anxiety for the presence of «foreignersy.

The case of Christian immigrants is quite different as they use sites (church-
es) that are existing buildings which don’t require specific administrative pet-
mits. However, it is interesting to elaborate on their experience as «familiar
minorities» in local territories. Generally, the Orthodox have in use churches
conceded by Catholic dioceses (in line with good ecumenic relations). While we
didn’t observe (overt) discrimination against them (this is especially true in the
last decade, when East European migrants have gained a good public image),
they however expressed problems in terms of space, since that they generally
use old or disused churches which are not always the setting that they prefer for
organising spiritual and social activities. In this sense, they often perceive limits
since they are hosted, and they would like to expand their potentiality in terms
of aggregation given the large presence of Orthodox in various Italian cities.
For catholic migrants, even though their presence is «unnoticeable» and not
object of (overt) discriminations, they are often considered as «a parallel body»
by the Italian parishes. Their religious life typically develops without strong
interactions with the local catholic communities who consider them more as
guests than as brothers.

As we can see, the settlement of minority religions and their recognition
is not without criticisms. At the same time, it is equally interesting to discuss
how these communities try, despite problems, to continue to promote worships
and social activities. Some of them adopt the strategy of distancing themselves
from Islam. For example, Sikhs and Buddhists often declare that they are not
like Muslims, namely those who are generally stigmatised in common discours-
es and media. Moreover, also among Muslim associations, some try to distance
themselves from what they call «bad Muslim communities». Sociologically, this
is a «game of mirrors» a rhetorical strategy for demonstrating to be different
from what people consider dangerous.

In addition, migrants try to combat local discriminations and attain recogni-
tion by stressing a good image of «decorum, impeccability and order». In this
sense, religious spaces are also sites where to (try to) show a respectable image,
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especially in terms of secure contexts away from marginality and deviance: all
representations that Italians often associate to foreigners. They can also stress
their role as promoters of welfare practices (see previous paragraphs) working
for the social integration of members. Some communities started to promote
school projects or guided tours, in the form of what we can define the «aes-
theticization of religious diversity», namely they organise events in which to
present the theological contents of their religion to local people, or they open
the doors of their spaces to the public, showing that these are not a dangerous
place, as well as they promote cultural appointments based on music and tradi-
tional food.

These are all strategies aimed at creating a sort of «tacit acceptance». In other
terms, these are the ways they adopt to continue to pray avoiding conflict and
tension, promoting a different image of their presence in territories. Not always
these efforts work, as in the case of Muslim communities, but they serve to
maintain a «precatrious equilibriumy.

Conclusion. Problems and premises for the future.

We discussed religious pluralism in Italy and in direct relation to migratory
processes as these, in the last three decades, were the principal reason for its
significant enlargement. For framing this transition, which is an historical nov-
elty for a country with a strong mono-religious background, we considered
four key arguments which were explored thanks to a series of data gathered in
a comparative research project.

The first interpretative lens concerned spatial dynamics, as the arrival of mi-
nority religions has hanged the sacred geography of urban and extra-urban
territories. We identified three different patterns of how migrants have both
readjusted and revived old or abandoned buildings for their religious purposes.
Why they reused these places has been another subject. Precisely, we found
that religious spaces have become multifunctional hubs for a wide range of
spiritual and secular needs. In this sense, religion re-acquires various functions
in migration, and we have also seen interesting processes of «transformation in
transplantation» (Ambrosini, Molli & Naso 2022).

Another pivotal issue regarded the question of recognition. Here the discus-
sion considered the main legal sources and their intrinsic limits. The Italian law
is, in this sense, out of focus compared to a reality in evolution. We have also
specified the role of the local level (Giorgi & Itcaina 2016; Becci, Burchardt &
Giorda 2017) given the fact that a constitutional right, the religious freedom,
can be conditioned by an administrative veto. In this sense, there is an evident
hiatus between de iure pluralism, namely how diversity is juridically ruled, and e
Jfacto pluralism, that is the capillary presence of new minorities in various cities.
In other terms, we have an «ltalian paradox».
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This is the reason why, in the last paragraph, we also used the oxymoron of
«precarious equilibrium» to grasp how migrant minorities, despite they often
lack adequate juridical and civic recognition, continue to experience their reli-
gious traditions. They try to navigate this sort of ambiguity by adopting strate-
gies of «tacit acceptance», based on avoiding an excessive visibility and showing
«deservednessy.

More in general, we can observe the fact that current ideas and modes of
regulation of religious diversity are challenged by the arrival of new minorities
(Colombo 2015). National policies on the issue are hesitant and distant for the
moment in Italy, especially in a period marked by strong conflicts for many
phenomena linked to migration. Also at the local level, the creation of new
places of worship has often generated political and media controversies. Here,
we can also see the implications of a type of populism that uses Christianity
as an identitarian tool. Religion becomes a question of folkloric messages de-
prived of their theological content and exploited in defence of «our cultural
roots». These messages serve to present a renewed (and pathological) sense of
community against the coming of new minorities in local territories or, in other
terms, against those are violating the historical «sacredness» of our geography.

Beyond «policies», some important «practices» of religious diversity are how-
ever growing in Italy. Courageous attempts to create channels of interaction
and dialogue with new minorities can be observed (e.g, Colombo & Peano
Cavasola 2023). These are usually promoted by civil society actors and repre-
sentatives of the Catholic Church who organise interreligious meetings. How
these «practices» promoted from below will evolve towards more institutional-
ised results will be a fact to monitor and analyse.

Even if dealing with religious pluralism is not an easy issue to resolve for
modern European states, innovative solutions that can go beyond the closure
towards the arrival of new minority religions or the idea of a zabula rasa against
the presence of any religious identities in public sphere can be imagined and ne-
gotiated. The geographical movement of people around the world is enriching
and renewing the panorama of religions in many and unexpected ways (Levitt
2007): this process can be viewed as a ¢risis, but also as a chance for the future.
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