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I 

MIGRATION FLOWS IN ITALY 

The progressive constitution of the Muslim population living in Italy links to the 

phenomenon of international migration, which has increasingly affected Italy 

over the last twenty years. Today, approximately 2,800,000 Muslims represent 

4.8% of the Italian population. This presence has been generated mainly 

through migratory flows that, since the 1950s, were directed to the countries of 

Northern Europe, mostly coming from African and Asian countries, where the 

Muslim religion is widespread. The progressive stabilization of migratory flows, 

family reunifications and the consequent appearance of new generations led to 

a growth of the Muslim population. A peculiarity of 50s and 60s migratory routes 

is the fact that in many cases they developed on the links between countries 

established during the colonial period. Thus, from Algeria, Morocco and West 

Africa, the flows directed preferentially to France, Pakistan, India and West 

Africa to the United Kingdom, the Moluccas and Surinam to the Netherlands. 

Germany, on the other hand, was the destination of consistent Turkish 

immigration organized through bilateral agreements with Turkey. These 

agreements were a good expression of the migration-friendly policy promoted 

by both sides, both the states of departure and the states of arrival. These 

privileged directions taken by the flows explain why today the European 

countries that have experienced older immigration have immigrant populations 

characterized by a clear majority of certain specific nationalities.  Since the mid-

seventies, this migration process has been held back by increasingly restrictive 

national migration policies. In the years ‘73-‘74 all North European countries 

closed their borders to new flows of economic migrants. The closure of the 

borders caused a subsequent shift of migratory flows towards the countries of 

the Mediterranean area such as Italy, Greece and Spain. 

«The peculiarity of the Italian situation is also given by the very diversified national 

origin of the flows so that in Italy we are faced with a real mosaic of nationalities: not 

looking at Muslim population alone, but considering the whole immigrant population, if 
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it is true that Morocco and Albania represent the two main countries of origin of 

immigrants, followed by Tunisia and ex-Yugoslavia, it is also true that Romania, 

People's Republic of China, Senegal and Poland have more than thirty thousand 

presences each, while Sri Lanka, Egypt, Peru and India have more than twenty 

thousand presences. This plurality of countries of origin, as well as representing itself 

a datum of complexity within the immigrant population, is also reflected on the 

immigrant universe of Muslim belonging, which has very various traits»[1]. 

 

II 

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC ASPECTS OF ISLAMIC 

COMMUNITIES IN ITALY 

 

An analysis carried out in Italy in 2019 on the socio-demographic aspects of 

the Islamic communities is the one reported by Fabrizio Ciocca in the book 

“L'islam italiano”. Ciocca reports the difficulty in tracing the data because there 

are no official censuses or databases regarding the number of practitioners for 

each religion, so it is necessary to proceed by estimates. One of the methods 

employed is the "Quotas":  

«The estimate is made by applying to each national group of foreign immigrants 

(residents), the percentage of the individual religions present in the motherland, 

according to the indications reported by the most authoritative international 

sources on the subject»1. 

The analysis has been carried out considering the percentage of Muslims in 

the country of origin; for example, if the percentage of Muslims in Egypt is 95% 

of the population and there are one hundred thousand Egyptians in Italy, we 

can assume that ninety-five thousands of them are of the Islamic religion. 

                                                           
1 F. Ciocca, L’islam italiano: un’indagine tra religione, identità e islamofobia, Milano, Maltemi editore, 2019 p.30 
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Relying exclusively on the nationality of origin to determine the religious 

affiliation of foreign residents has, however, clear statistical limitations2.> 

The demographer Massimo Livi Bacci observed that «the data, for different 

reasons, is shrouded in uncertainty. Reasons of privacy do not allow official 

statistical systems (except for exceptions) to detect people's religious affiliation. 

It refers then to the place of birth of the person surveyed or investigated, or to 

his or her citizenship, sworn by a passport or other documents. In many cases, 

the uncertainty is negligible: an immigrant in Italy who was born in Afghanistan, 

Turkey, Algeria or Morocco (or is a citizen of one of these countries) can almost 

certainly be ascribed to the Islamic world, because in these countries non-

Muslims are less than 2% of the total population. But one born in Lebanon, 

Nigeria or Ethiopia - where Muslims account for 60, 41 and 34 percent of the 

total respectively - cannot be ascribed any membership. Another reason for 

uncertainty concerns the fact that while it is possible to arrive at credible 

estimates regarding the number of those born abroad - who live in a given 

country - who (presumably) are Islamic, nothing is known about the number of 

those born in the same country to be ascribed to the Islamic community, if the 

census (or survey) does not detect the religion they belong to. Another reason 

for uncertainty concerns the criteria for ascribing a person to a religious 

community. That is, what are the criteria to measure it: is it the religious 

practice? Or some alternative measure of religiosity? Is it the fact of recognizing 

oneself in the language or culture of the Muslim world, or in the institutions of 

the (Islamic) country to which one belongs?  Let us put aside this aspect, in the 

presumption that all those coming from Islamic collective countries feel bound 

by bonds of solidarity, more or less close, that make them a community».3 

Another element that goes beyond the statistical calculation concerns the total 

number of Muslims that varies according to the definition of "Muslim" or rather 

                                                           
2 Same as above, p. 30 
3 Same as above, p.32 



         This project is funded by the European Union’s  
Rights, Equality and Citizenship  
             Programme (2014-2020) 

 
 

 

5 
           
 

concerns the situation of people who come from Muslim countries but who do 

not define themselves as believers or observers: 

«Therefore, since it is not possible to make estimates on the degree of 'belief' 

of each specific subject, except through individual interviews, usually the 

concept of sociological Muslim is used, i.e. anyone coming from a social, 

institutional and/or family context in which Islam is a structuring element for the 

identity of the individual. This means that the concept of religious belonging is 

not only tied to the cult that is practiced (in this case, Islam), but also to a 

collective memory constituted by a complex code of traditions, common values, 

symbolic conduct, which the subject uses to define his own Self, the 

relationship with others and with the landing society (in the case considered 

here, Italy)»4. 

Other decisive research is carried out by the Ismu Foundation, which regularly 

produces estimates of the religious affiliations of foreigners, with innovative 

elements compared to the quota estimates. The ISMU, in fact, in collaboration 

with the Regional Observatory for Integration and Multi-ethnicity ORIM, through 

a series of interviews conducted, for several years now, on a sample of foreign 

population in the Lombardy region (where approx 1/4 of all Muslims in Italy 

live), has defined percentages of estimated religious affiliation starting from the 

religious communities on the territory. This is useful because the migratory 

paths of certain communities, which are often based on family and ethnic ties, 

do not always exactly reproduce the religious distribution in the homeland: for 

example, if one wanted to calculate the number of Nigerian Muslim foreigners 

living in Italy on January 1st 2017, with the quota method we would have a 

value equal to 44 thousand subjects; with the ISMU method, 12 thousand 

subjects. Using a series of ISMU researches, here re-elaborated and integrated 

with the updated data of the ISTAT, it is possible to estimate, as of January 1st 

                                                           
4 Same as above; 
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2017, a Muslim population resident in Italy equal to 2,520,000 subjects, equal 

to 4.2% of the population resident in Italy. 

The Islamic component of foreign origin is equal to about 1.4 million, while the 

Muslims with Italian citizenship are little more than one million. 

Regarding the Italian component, about one third are naturalized, that is, they 

have become Italian through the procedures to obtain citizenship. 

It must be considered that in the five-year period 2012-2016, out of the 650,000 

citizenships accepted, 375,000 are from Islamic countries, of which almost 

300,000 are estimated as Muslims5. 

Country 
of origin 

N. of granted citizenship 
applications 2012-2016 

estimated n. of 
naturalised Muslims 

Marocco 136.834 132.278 
Albania 116.266 55.807 
Bangladesh 24.689 21.232 
Pakistan 22.565 21.888 
Tunisia 20.017 19.816 
Egypy 14.990 13.476 
Senegal 14.960 13.400 
Macedonia 14.226 10.500 
Ghana 10.338 1.890 
All 
nationalities 

657.982 290.287 

Source: Ciocca on ISTAT data and ISMU estimates 

From 2000 to 2016 about 400,000 foreign citizens of Islamic faith became 

Italian, to which we must add the converts, estimated at about 100,000 units 

(equal to 4% of all Muslims in Italy), the children of the latter and the children 

of the naturalized, meaning  potential Muslims born already "Italian". As far as 

those with foreign citizenship are concerned, these represent about a third of 

the 5 million foreign residents and are distributed in the following way: 

Top 5 Muslim communities   

Country         Nr.     % M-F 

                                                           
5 Same as above 
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Marocco 408.031 54-46 

Albania 213.441 51-49 

Bangladesh 105.288 72-28 

Pakistan 104.957 69-31 

Egypt 98.105 68-32 

 

Source: Ciocca on ISTAT data and ISMU estimates on 1/1/2017 

 

The data show that 64% of all resident foreign Muslims are concentrated in the 

top 5 communities. In particular, the Moroccan community represents almost a 

third of all foreign Muslims, the Albanian community 15%, the Bengali and 

Pakistani communities both 7.5% and the Egyptian community 7%. That is, two 

African communities, two Asian and one European, for a total of 40 thousand 

people represented. The picture that emerges is that of a multi-ethnic and 

multicultural Islam. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



         This project is funded by the European Union’s  
Rights, Equality and Citizenship  
             Programme (2014-2020) 

 
 

 

8 
           
 

III 

ISLAMOPHOBIA IN THE ITALIAN SOCIETY 

Islamophobia represents one of the major problems faced by Muslim 

communities in Italy and Europe. 

In recent years, the anti-Islamic sentiment is increasingly strong, fomented also 

by policies that employ nationalist and xenophobic rhetorics, resulting in 2 out 

of 3 Italians developing Islamophobic feelings. Ciocca reports that «this hostile 

attitude prevails above all among the more conservative sections of the 

population, or those in different positions within the area of the Right wing; but 

it is also possible to find it in subjects who refer to values, parties and 

movements of the Left wing».6 Ciocca adds:«For the right-wing category, 

Muslims represent a danger to national identity and to the Christian values of 

society; for the latter, the opposition is moving towards a secular defence of the 

subjective rights protected by the Constitution, to which Muslims in Europe - 

according to the "vulgate" - would not want to conform, in the name of the 

superiority of religious laws (according to a Pew study, 61% of Italians believe 

that Muslims want to maintain their habits and lifestyles distinct from the 

majority of the national population)».7 

Both visions show that Islamic communities are seen as potential threats to 

Europe's achievements in human rights and women's freedoms and rights. 

Various research has shown that after every terrorist attack, anti-Islamic 

sentiment grows considerably, both in everyday life and in social media where 

among other things, it is easier to make discriminatory accusations against 

people of the Islamic faith with the awareness that, to date, "hate speech 

online" is hardly punishable. 

                                                           
6 Same as above, p.87 
7  Same as above, p.87 
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A definition of Islamophobia allows us to analyse the type of discrimination in a 

clearer way; if it is true that there is still no national and European ad hoc 

legislation that contrasts or sanctions its effects, there is however a general 

agreement on the meaning of the term, indicating those feelings of fear, 

prejudice and intolerance towards Muslims by virtue of the professed faith and 

the consequent practical discrimination or forms of social exclusion, both as 

individuals and as a community. 

According to Michele Gradoli, "Islamophobic thought" is characterized by a 

series of elements, such as: 

1) Uniqueness of the Islamic world: To consider Islam as a single monolithic entity 

of thought at any latitude (despite the existence of different schools of 

interpretation and its ability over the centuries to spread in countries and 

cultures even very different from each other);  

 

2) Separation of Islamic and European culture. In the "Islamophobic" vision, the 

Islamic culture is separated from the Western and European culture and is 

irreconcilable with it, since the two were born and developed in contexts 

considered different and substantially divergent; 

 

3) Inferiority of Islam to Christianity. The Islamic tradition lacks a series of 

historical passages - considered fundamental for the West - which could have 

brought it closer to the secular and secularized European tradition; 

 

4) Natural opposition of Islam to the West. Islam, in this case, is seen as a natural 

enemy of the West, imbued with those values that Europe has tried for 

centuries to repress and fight, succeeding in achieving a supposed secular 

identity; 

 

5) Rejection of critical analysis and fusion of religion with anti-Western and jihadist 

ideologies. Islam would reject any critical analysis within its value system as a 
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political as well as religious ideology, capable of encouraging its believers to 

embrace the Holy War or any other form of hostility towards the West; 

 

6) Natural reaction of Europeans towards Muslims. According to Islamophobes, 

Europeans should also react aggressively against a possible Islamic presence 

in Europe, justifying any kind of discrimination and considering Islamophobia 

itself as a legitimate sentiment for a Westerner. 

 

The OECD-ODHIR 2015 report on hate crimes8 states, in its introduction on 

hate crimes against Muslims, that: 

«although many stereotypes against Muslims are now obsolete and relegated 

to the past, in recent years they have evolved and gained momentum due to 

the conditions of the 'war on terrorism', the global economic crisis and the 

challenges of managing religious and cultural diversity. In fact, anti-Muslim 

rhetoric often associates Muslims with terrorism and extremism, or portrays the 

presence of Muslim communities as a threat to national identity. Muslims are 

often portrayed as a monolithic group whose culture is incompatible with human 

rights and democracy». 

Among the data collected in Italy in a study conducted in 2014, the Lunaria 

association showed a significant increase in the number of reports of hate 

crimes and discrimination against Muslims, from 9 cases recorded in 2011 to 

78 in 2014. Very often the two conditions of "Muslim" and foreigner intersect, 

in a combination of xenophobia, racism and Islamophobia that is objectively 

difficult to separate, to establish with certainty the type of crime suffered. 

 

The National Observatory on Popular Vox Rights, in collaboration with several 

Italian universities, has been monitoring on Twitter for several years to map 

which categories are the most targeted on the web, often the object of real hate 

                                                           
8 Same as above, p. 89 



         This project is funded by the European Union’s  
Rights, Equality and Citizenship  
             Programme (2014-2020) 

 
 

 

11 
           
 

campaigns by online haters. In his latest report, in a period of detection ranging 

from May-November 2017 and March-May 2018, out of more than 6.5 million 

tweets analyzed in Italy, those that express hatred or discrimination against 

people of Islamic faith jumped from 22,435 in 2016, to 64,934 recorded in 

2017-2018. These data have allowed researchers to develop a real map of 

Islamophobic intolerance. 

 

Two data in particular emerge: 

 

1) The increase in intolerance towards people who profess the Islamic religion 

immediately in the days following acts of terrorism in Europe; 

2) The regions of the South, such as Campania and Puglia, are the ones that 

express the highest number of intolerant tweets, but they are also the regions 

with a lower presence of Muslims, compared to other regions of the North; 

among the cities, instead, the first is Naples, then Milan and Turin. 

Finally, among the terms used most frequently with regard to Muslim people 

we have: "terrorist", "jihadist", "Bedouin", "abdullah", "cutthroat", "vu' cumprà", 

“Moroccan”, "Maghrebi". 

As far as the different ways of defence are concerned, two thirds of those who 

have suffered confirmed episodes of Islamophobia would turn to the Police 

Forces to proceed with a complaint, a sign of an awareness of the seriousness 

of the possible episode suffered and of institutional trust in the authorities. 

In fact, one should consider that a complaint to the competent bodies involves 

exposing oneself publicly and, often, the fear of retaliation induces the victims 

to desist. This is the space where anti-islamophobia associations can work as 

a filter to help those who are victims of such episodes, providing legal support 

and/or psychological assistance, or providing a vademecum of good practices 

to follow in such cases. Only 15% believe that nothing should be done except 

passively accept, while none of the respondents believe that a possible 

complaint on Facebook or social networks could have concrete implications. 
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Some comments from respondents who selected the "other" category are now 

reported: 

 

● reply to the person who has offended me 

● reply politely to the author of the episode 

● explain the principles on which Islam is based 

● turn my back and walk away 

● if they are ignorant, there is nothing we can do about it 

● filing a police report after just one episode seems excessive, but if the 

person continues then I will. 

● keep talking to them without stooping to their level but trying to inform them 

as much as possible 

● consult the Koran to reflect on how I should react 

● try to explain, and if they really cannot manage to understand me, leave 

peacefully 

● We must react. Personally, even though I know that violence is wrong, I 

could react with my hands in case of aggression... 

● try to resolve the situation first using words and understanding a different 

point of view, then with the behavior you should have every day as a good 

Muslim, and finally, if this really isn’t possible, file a police report. 

Some aspects related to Islamophobia are those collected by the Giolli 

cooperative in the city of Parma during the different ENAR projects between 

2015 and 2019.  The Islamophobic attitude of some members of society and 

the continuous media frenzy has led the Muslim population to change some of 

their daily behaviour for fear of suffering discrimination or unfair attacks9: 

● Muslim people not leaving their homes after terrorist attacks in the West for 

fear of being accused of terrorism; it has been told of Italians shouting 

<Isis!> at passing Arabs (psychological violence); 

                                                           
9   Sources collected by Giolli Cooperativa of Parma, Seminars against the Islamophobia phenomenon, 2015-2019 



         This project is funded by the European Union’s  
Rights, Equality and Citizenship  
             Programme (2014-2020) 

 
 

 

13 
           
 

● changing the use of one's own language (Arabic in this case), such as, 

during phone calls, avoiding certain words which can trigger suspicions: for 

example "bomb" which in Arabic refers to the petrol pump, or "al qaeda" 

which in Arabic also means "as usual" and is therefore frequently used. It 

seems that a person has been arrested for this reason. 

● neo-colonialism which creates a hierarchy among the victims of terrorist 

attacks.  

● Muslims and Muslim religious leaders expected to apologize, justify 

themselves, defend themselves because of the terrorist attacks, while they 

are not called upon to explain or recount positive episodes and the usual 

activities they carry out. 

● This influence on daily life, which appeared unexpected to non-Muslims 

present in Giolli projects, could fuel a climate of oppression, discrimination, 

injustice and strengthen vicious circuits of stereotypes and prejudices. 

● Media: the Muslim must always apologize, while the media does not give a 

positive representation of Islam. If an Italian man kills his girlfriend it is a 

burst of madness, if a Muslim does it is his culture! According to the Imam 

present on the project, in Belgium and France the media are careful not to 

mix terrorism with Islam (despite these countries being in fact affected by 

terrorism). 

● In school: the case of the middle school boy who had to lift his shirt at the 

teacher's request to show that there was no explosive belt; the high school 

teacher who, throwing a newspaper on the desk, addressed an Arab boy 

saying <Look at what you’ve done> pointing to the article about a 

massacre; another middle school teacher who asked an Arab boy "You're 

not going to blow yourself up, are you?". Also mentioned is the case of a 

history textbook where Islam is defined as barbaric. Another girl tells about 

her first day at middle school wearing the veil and the art teacher forcing 

her to take it off saying <it's not an Italian fashion>.  

● Judiciary and police: citizenship is refused, on the grounds of 

"dangerousness and state secrecy", to Muslim people who worship in 
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certain mosques which considered fundamentalist, despite the fact that the 

individuals’ criminal records are clean. 

● Job market: a woman wearing the veil has much more trouble finding a job than 

a woman not wearing one, despite having the same curriculum vitae (test 

carried out in Europe by sending the same CV with two different photos of the 

same woman, one with and one without veil); she is told «I will hire you but you 

will take off your veil» or dismissed with the more common «We will let you 

know».  

 

IV 

ISLAM AND THE ITALIAN STATE: BETWEEN FREEDOM OF WORSHIP 

AND LACK OF RECOGNITION 

In recent years, the recognition of communities and places of worship in Italy 

has been one of the most salient issues that have concerned the theme of 

Islamophobia. 

The theme of Islamic places of worship is included within the framework of 

Article 19 of the Constitution, according to which <everyone has the right to 

freely profess their religious faith, in any form, individual or associated, to 

propagandize it and to worship it in private or in public, provided that the rities 

are not contrary to public decency.> 

According to the Italian Constitution, freedom of worship is defined as a 

fundamental right of the individual, not only pertaining to Italian citizens but to 

everyone, including migrants and those who find themselves temporarily 

residing on Italian territory. 

The Constitution also directly addresses the issue of religious freedom in 

Articles 3 (principle of non-discrimination on religious grounds), 8 (equality of 

all religious denominations before the law) and 20 (which prohibits any form of 
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discrimination or the imposition of special tax charges on religious associations 

or institutions based on religious affiliation).   

In religious matters, our system is to be considered pluralist; recognizing the 

importance of worship in public or in private is equivalent to recognizing a public 

dimension of religion; and in order to exercise this right, communities need 

suitable spaces to carry out this activity, < from this derives the obligation of 

the State not only to allow but also to facilitate the availability of buildings of 

worship, since in them an activity of social formations of a religious nature is 

exercised. In the Italian legal system, the right to dispose of buildings of worship 

is independent from having entered into an agreement with the State, but 

derives directly from the application of Article 19 of the Constitution.10 

The actual possibility of enjoying this right is, however, conditioned by a 

complex stratification of rules, including regional and municipal ones, which are 

not always coherent with each other and constitutionally legitimate. This 

criticality is particularly serious for the Islamic community.11> 

Despite the regulatory framework being quite clear and consolidated, some 

Regions have limited the construction of buildings intended for worship 

activities and the concession of regional contributions aimed at their realization 

to the only confessions that had stipulated an Agreement with the State under 

Art. 8 of the Constitution, in fact discriminating the Islamic communities present 

in the territory. 

To understand the dynamics of a psycho-socio-political nature, it is opportune 

to dwell on the framing12 conveyed by the local and national mass-media. 

                                                           
10  M. Montanaro, Governare i conflitti urbani “glocalizzati attuando il “patto Nazionale per un islam Italiano” ed il 
piano Nazionale d’integrazione dei titolari di protezione internazionale”, 2018 p.6 
11 Same as above, p.7  
12 Framing is the way in which the media report issues and events. Presenting a problem by highlighting some aspects rather than 
others can significantly influence citizens' perceptions. 
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The priming13 of the media triggers the "scapegoat dynamics". In this sense, 

the Muslims present on the national territory represent an example. 

«In Italy the status of Islamic actors often overlaps with the condition of 

immigrants and non-citizen and in the current context of economic crisis the 

immigrant is considered a dangerous competitor in the daily "war of the poor" 

aimed at winning the increasingly limited resources available. In fact, among 

the elements that affect the reception processes of new arrivals is the possible 

oversizing of society compared to the available resources».14  

The debate about mosques tends to represent them as a place of new danger 

linked to terrorism and new waves of migration, the conflicts that have arisen 

over the construction of new mosques have shown in a perceptible way the 

climate of widespread intolerance, which has led to Muslims being considered 

an exceptional case and not comparable with other religious minorities 

considered less dangerous. 

«Today we are witnessing a process of socialization of fear strengthened at a 

collective level by mass media, which offers politicians, who are unable to 

honour their promises of development and well-being, a tool to obtain 

consensus and legitimacy. 

However, the settlement of new mosques on the territory is a conflict that has 

as its object the public space and its use that has always been disputed, within 

which groups of individuals who make up the community try to conquer their 

own right to the city».15 

 

 

                                                           
13  The priming effect is the tendency of the media to attribute responsibility for a specific issue. 
 
14 Same as above, p.11 
15 Same as above, p. 8 
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V 

INDICATORS OF THE ISLAMOPHOBIA PHENOMENON: AN ANALYSIS OF THE 

POLITICAL, PROFESSIONAL, EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT AND ONLINE HATE 

SPEECH. 

 

The 2018 European Report on Islamophobia in Italy reports an in-depth 

analysis of the political and social climate that has spread in recent years. Hate 

speech takes over in the public and political dimension. The rhetoric and 

discourses of the political world are increasingly marked by cultural 

incompatibility with the Islamic world. From this we deduce that the new racism 

is no longer marked by the term "race" but by the term "culture". The analysis 

provides the data collected on Islamophobia in Italy in different contexts related 

to politics, educational institutions, the world of work and social media: 

«POLITICS 

The political dynamic in 2018, mainly due to national and 

local election campaigns, was disruptively focused on 

openly racist and xenophobic tones. The political 

statements often reiterated by the Lega and its leader 

Matteo Salvini are based on the typical adverse statements 

of "Stop the invasion", "Italians first" or "Let's close the 

borders". We are witnessing a process of dehumanization 

of the foreigner identified in his different declinations, in 

particular asylum applicants and Muslims. This negative 

hegemonic representation is linked to a continuous 

devaluation of democratic civil society, NGOs and a part of 

the Catholic Church, including the figure of the Pope, 

involved in integration and inter-religious dialogue. The 

"Hate Barometer" report published by Amnesty 

International monitored the hate speech present in the 
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social profiles (Facebook and Twitter) of candidates in the 

last election campaign in Italy. Most of the analyzed hate 

speech came from the Lega Nord (51% of the statements) 

and Fratelli d'Italia (27%) political parties. Migration was the 

key issue of the data collected (91%), followed by 

Islamophobic attitudes (11%). The main arguments 

concern the typical stereotypes attributed to Islam and the 

figure of the Muslim: invasion, too many mosques, 

subordination / inferiority of women and, above all, "the 

perception of Islam not as a religion but as the imposition of 

its own law and justice" (Amnesty International, 2018). 

Some paradigmatic examples are the following statements 

by Matteo Salvini expressed in his election campaign: 

"Once we are in government, we will regulate every Islamic 

presence in the country. Just as in the difficult times claimed 

by Oriana Fallaci, we are under attack. Our culture, society, 

habits, lifestyle are at risk (...) Skin colour is not so 

important, there is a real danger: centuries of history that 

risk disappearing if Islamization prevails".  

(ANSA, 1/15/2018)15).  

"The cultural issue is whether Islam today can be 

compatible with our values, our freedom and our 

Constitution, I strongly doubt it (...) The fact that Islam 

represents a risk is obvious if the Islamic declaration of 

human rights states that Islamic justice prevails over 

national justice. This is a problem for me, I would rather not 

be like in Britain, with Islamic courts instead of English 

courts". (Quotidiano.net 2/8/2018).  

The anti-migration and Islamophobic climate continued 

after the end of the national elections and are the most 
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important topic in the political strategy of the Lega Nord 

political party. In the official government agreement signed 

by the Lega and the Cinque Stelle party, the issue of 

immigration is significant in terms of tighter control and 

repression of migration flows. In particular, "the control and 

immediate closure of all radical Islamic associations, as well 

as mosques and irregular places of worship" was 

highlighted. Other significant political actors have been very 

active. The militants of extreme right-wing parties, Forza 

Nuova and Fratelli d'Italia, organized various 

demonstrations against the opening of Islamic centres or 

mosques and the presence of Muslim communities. 

For example, on October 6th in the city of Bologna, Forza 

Nuova organized a demonstration against the construction 

of a mosque and displayed banners against Archbishop 

Matteo Zuppi calling him a "heretic" because he was in 

favour of a dialogue with the local Muslim community. In 

January, before the election campaign, the activists of 

Fratelli d'Italia, in a small town near Florence, put up large 

posters in the area where the local mosque was to be built 

with the words "No Mosque" and "Italians First". 

In June, the chansellor of Fratelli d'Italia in the City of 

Naples displayed a large banner with the words "Islam 

Square" (instead of "Garibaldi Square") in open contrast to 

the mayor of Naples, Luigi De Magistris, "guilty of allowing 

the historical centre of the city to be completely transformed 

due to the uncontrolled arrivals of asylum seekers and 

illegal migrants.” 
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SCHOOL 

In general, the Italian educational system is strongly 

intercultural and open to the integration of children with 

different cultural and religious backgrounds. In recent 

years, including 2018, there have been many examples of 

positive dynamics, but also some negative events of ethnic 

segregation in some schools in metropolitan areas due to 

the effects of the so-called "white flag". A recent qualitative 

research conducted by the Università Cattolica of Milan 

entitled "The religious dimension in multicultural schools. 

Identity and belonging, behaviours and symbols, conflicts 

and values" highlighted how "religious affiliations are 

ignored" in the daily relationships between students. 

Therefore, it is clear that the issue of religion in schools 

does not seem to play a role during school life. Moreover, 

the plurality of religious affiliations does not seem to be a 

source of open conflict in classrooms, even though most of 

the critical situations recorded are related to students with 

Islamic backgrounds. The multicultural school and history 

books have been the subject of strong debate. For 

example, in October 2018, the daily newspaper La Verità 

published two articles against the educational book for 

secondary schools because of the "false positive 

representation of Islamic civilization". The first article was a 

front-page editorial by editor Maurizio Belpietro entitled 

"Brainwashing in secondary schools. Textbooks promote 

Islam." The second was a long "critical" article by 

Francesco Borgonovo entitled "Brainwashing in the 

classroom. In our children's book, only Christians fight the 

holy war", which aimed to illustrate all the alleged errors of 
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the author and to emphasize the implicit violence of Islam 

throughout history. 

WORK 

In line with the lack of data on racist events, there is no 

specific empirical evidence of Islamophobia regarding the 

complex and varied world of work. All Italian trade unions 

have an office dedicated to immigrant workers that 

manages the main problems of migration and defends the 

rights of foreign workers, however no detailed analysis of 

discrimination based on religion is available. Moreover, 

recent research on anti-discrimination by the main Italian 

trade union (CGIL) shows that anti-discrimination initiatives 

are sometimes inefficient due to their fragmentation, 

heterogeneity and inadequate knowledge of anti-

discrimination laws. The survey "Work Force in Europe 

2018" showed that Italy has the highest rate of 

discriminated workers (42%), while 4% of the Italian sample 

(1,300 respondents) said they are discriminated against 

because of their religion (mainly Islamic religion). Two 

events aroused great interest among the general public: in 

mid-January, a judge of the court of Bologna denied a 

young lawyer the right to attend the judicial hearing 

because she was wearing the "Islamic veil". According to 

press reports, the young lawyer refused to take it off and 

said that the judge justified his own behaviour by the fact 

that "this is respect for our culture and traditions".  In June, 

one of the main Italian trade unions reported that in one of 

the most popular low-cost supermarkets (Eurospin) a 

migrant worker of Islamic faith was transferred to another 
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workplace because of his previous request to suspend the 

night shift during Ramadan. 

 

INTERNET 

In continuity with the 2017 report, the relationship between 

the Internet, social media, racism and fake news has been 

decisive in the widespread denial and negative 

representations of Islam and Muslim citizens. In 2018, the 

NGO Vox Diritti published the report "Map of Intolerance in 

Italy", a mapping of hate speeches on Twitter. The analysis 

of 6,544,637 tweets shows the increase of hate tweets in 

2018 (from March to May) equal to 36.93% compared to 

32.45% in 2017 (from May to November). According to the 

results, the growth of hatred against Muslims is significant: 

Islamophobic tweets increased from 22,435 in 2016 to 

64,934 in 2017/2018. Regarding the presence on the 

Internet of extreme right-wing movements and neo-fascist 

groups directly involved in "Islamophobic marketing", there 

is a great variety of FB pages or Internet sites as indicated 

in previous reports. In this context, it is worth noting the 

importance of the main neo-fascist movements Forza 

Nuova and Casa Pound in social media and the Internet, on 

which they base their anti-Islam and anti-migration 

discourse strategy. In 2018 the FB pages of both 

movements reached 273,697 and 250,914 followers 

respectively, with a widespread presence of FB pages 

referring to their local offices, 97 and 101 respectively. In 

2018, two new Islamophobic sites were born on Facebook: 

"No Islam Italia", whose page reached 10,425 likes and "No 

Invasion, No Islam" with 18,575 likes. The election 
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campaign and the formation of the new government played 

a decisive role in the increase of Islamophobic hate speech 

in terms of "sovereignty". Some Internet pages such as 

"National Redemption" (www.riscattonazionale.org) or 

"Identità.com" are paradigmatic of the relationship between 

xenophobic news and online attacks against Islam and 

Muslim groups in defense of so-called "Italianity". The 

increase of false or "bad news" on Islamic issues (and 

immigrants in general) is highlighted by the vast audience 

of sites such as www.bastabugie.it linked to ultra-

conservative Catholic thought, or iNews24 whose FB page 

reached 1.5 million likes in 2018 with its constant reference 

to "Italians First". Recently, the famous fake news site 

voxnews.info, explicitly racist and islamophobic and 

repeatedly closed down by the postal police, has been 

linked to another successful site, whose name is 

paradigmatic: "all the crimes of immigrants" 

(tuttiicriminidegliimmigrati.com) of which a relevant part 

highlights the alleged crimes of Muslims».16 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
16European Islamophobia Report 2018, accessible at: http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/09/ITALY.pdf 
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VI 

ISLAMOPHOBIA AND GENDER 

Numerous studies carried out at national and European level confirm that 

Muslim women in Europe suffer from the same inequalities as all women in the 

world of work, and as an object of physical and verbal violence, other factors, 

such as the perception of religion and ethnicity, aggravate their condition. 

«With a rate of hostility towards Muslims in our country equal to 69% and an 

index of equality between men and women of 41.1%, Italy is no exception».17  

The report of the European network against racism (Enar) "Forgotten women: 

the impact of Islamophobia on Muslim women in Italy" published in 2016 

examined, through surveys and focus groups, the situation of Muslim women 

in Italy. 

On the professional front, Italy is among the EU countries with the lowest 

gender equality positioned by the Global Render Tap in 45th place out of 145. 

The disparity is mainly due to a low female labour participation and a high salary 

gap. These conditions worsen when women have partners and children. 

Muslim women in Italy suffer, as women, these same disadvantages. Factors 

of ethnicity, nationality, and religion further worsen the situation, thus causing 

greater difficulties of integration. 

In the absence of data disaggregated by religion, ethnicity and gender, the only 

way to try to understand how Muslim women are placed in the Italian labour 

market is to analyse data on foreign women. Istat data for 2014 show that the 

lowest rates of labour market participation are found among women from 

countries where the prevailing religion is Muslim. <Women of Pakistani 

citizenship in Italy record an employment rate of 2.2%, followed by 8.9% of 

Egyptians, 10% of Bangladeshis, 16.4% of Tunisians and 21.4% of Moroccans. 

The rate of inactivity (not employed and not seeking employment) follows a 

                                                           
17 Pew Research center, Spring 2016 Global attitudes Survey 
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similar trend. Women with Pakistani, Egyptian and Bangladeshi passports also 

have the lowest rates in the entrepreneurship sector. To explain these data, 

which do not include Italian citizens of Muslim faith, several factors must be 

taken into account. The low work participation is due, in fact, to a complex set 

of disadvantages and multiple discrimination, with clear differences due to 

different life paths.»18 

An excerpt from the report of the Institute for Economic and Social Research 

(RISE) offers an overview of this complexity: «the immigrant who feels the most 

contrast between his/her skills/capacity and the work actually carried out, is 

more frequently female and comes from the African continent, especially from 

the Mediterranean countries, in the age group of entry into the labour market, 

has been residing in Italy for less than five years, and is staying irregularly or 

with a permit for less than one year». 

In Italy, recently immigrated Muslim women generally share the same 

difficulties as all immigrants: a lack of knowledge of the Italian language, the 

lack of recognition of qualifications issued by foreign countries, the lack of 

contacts and unfamiliarity with institutions, but above all the difficulties of having 

to enter a labour market that relegates foreign workers to the lowest rung of the 

employment ladder, regardless of their qualifications. This clearly does not 

concern the tens of thousands of Muslim women born and raised in Italy. In this 

case, the real discrimination, due to the veil or a name of Arab origin, has a 

greater weight. Discrimination that is sometimes difficult to discover, because 

the employer hides it, and even explicit discrimination such as «I'll hire you if 

you take off the veil» is difficult to prove in court due to the lack of written 

evidence. 

Refusals and requests to take off the veil have been reported also for job 

positions, such as dishwashers or cleaners, where contact with customers is 

not foreseen. 

                                                           
18 Enar, Forgotten Women: the impact of islamophobia on Muslim women in Italy, 2016 
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Discrimination is rarely caused by a single reason. In most cases it is due to a 

variety of factors such as gender, religion, ethnicity, social class, nationality and 

number of years of residence in the country : 

«Religion, the fact of being a woman, condition of being a foreigner and 

immigrant: it is not these elements in and of themselves that expose the foreign 

Muslim woman to forms of discrimination and racism, > explains Ginevra 

Demaio of the Idos Study and Research Centre, <but the fact of summing up 

together, in her own body, the behaviour, clothing, lifestyle, role within and 

without the family, all these conditions».19 

Interviews carried out in the framework of the Enar report found that episodes 

of intolerance towards Muslim women occur with a very high frequency. The 

researches consulted report that Muslim women are victims, on average, of at 

least one episode of racism per week: «In most cases it is insults in the means 

of transport or looks of contempt and hatred. In the worst cases there are 

attempts to tear the veil from the head and vandalism towards buildings of 

associations or shops run by Muslims». 

A very sensitive issue is the total lack of data on hate crimes that makes 

extremely complicated to identify and assess the entity of the phenomenon. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
19  G. Dessi, L’islamofobia e’ una forma di discriminazione che colpisce le donne musulmane in modo 
sproporzionato rispetto agli uomini, 2016 
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VII 

 CONCLUSION 

Several aspects of Islamophobia are presented in this research, aiming to shed 

some light on the main problems that Muslims have to face in present Italian 

society. 

The European project "The Tip - Theatre Tools for Islamophobia Prevention”, 

employs Forum-Theatre methodology as the main tool for creating social 

awareness. Such methodology is has proven to be useful to collect testimonies 

and involve those who directly experience Islamophobia and discrimination. 

The Theatre-Forum techniques help to develop a greater awareness of the 

dynamics of discrimination, racism and Islamophobia. Awareness is 

considered the core tool to recognize the phenomenon and facilitate the 

development and creation of further tools to combat discrimination. 

In Italy, the project "The TIP" is implemented by strengthening the territorial 

network of associations of foreign communities, members of Islamic 

communities and anti-discrimination bodies. Networking is of extreme 

importance:  it will allow creating actions, facilitate interaction with native and 

non-native citizens, thus allowing us to reach those members of society who 

experience exclusion from public contexts such as schools and job market, like 

foreign women just arrived in the territory, or asylum seekers and refugees. 

The main goals of the project are: 

1) Empowering migrant leaders and anti-racist activists:  

1.1) supporting their work through the Forum Theatre, communication skills and 

the Freire approach. 

1.2) improving their ability to network between different anti-racist entities 
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2) Improving the ability of citizens and students to respond to racism 

3) Involving more migrant associations and leaders in the fight against racism 

and Islamophobia 

4) Linking migrant groups and associations, together with anti-racist 

organisations and public institutions in a shared fight against racism and 

Islamophobia 

5) Raising awareness in secondary schools (students, teachers, families) about 

Islamophobia and racism. 

The bases collected through the Desk research will provide us with the tools to 

create and conduct the Field research, where information on personal 

experiences of discriminations will be collected through interviews and focus 

groups with members of Muslim and foreign communities.   

The result of fieldwork and research with members of local Muslim communities 

will constitute the core material for creating Forum-Theatre performances 

against Islamophobia, aiming to raise awareness and strengthen the fight 

against racism. 

 Field research in Italy will address the following questions:  

 Who are the victims of Islamophobia?  

 In which places do Muslims suffer discrimination?  

 How often does discrimination happen in public spaces?  

 How is Islamophobia displayed: through indifference or verbal and 

physical attacks? 

 What are the most relevant perceived patterns? 
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