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ABSTRACT:

This paper shall attempt to explore the intertwined set of political and legal reasons that lie behind the slow process towards the full recognition of the Islamic religion in Italy and in Europe. The establishment of Muslim councils across Europe with the purpose to represent Islam in the various member states of the EU and/or to lobby the local governments is analysed. Focusing especially on the Italian situation, the paper also addresses the impact of recent initiatives of the Italian government to foster dialogue with the Muslim population of Italy on the integration of these religious – predominantly immigrant – minorities. 

Introduction 

In December 2002, a BBC News article
 announced the successful French attainment of a long-planned project to establish a body to represent the country's five million Muslims, the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (CFCM, French Council for the Muslim Religion). Whereas the author was reporting correctly on the aim and origin of this council (‘Analysts say the government wants to encourage a home-grown, liberal version of Islam, and to dispel hostility to Islam by bringing it into the open’), it was also misleading the audience, both about the statutory position of this newly-established institution and about the situation of Muslim communities in Europe. In the article one could read that the new body ‘will be the equivalent of the UK's Muslim Council’. Yet, the CFCM is not the equivalent of the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), for a number of reasons. 

People who are not familiar with the complexity of social, political, legal and religious issues related to the presence of Islam in Europe can easily and frequently incur into this mistake. It consttitutes a simplistic comparison of situations that are in fact completely different on both juridical and social grounds. Above all, Islam is a religion that is not historically rooted in Europe such has Christianity. One cannot deny that, even when contested, throughout the centuries Christianity has determined the production of culture and deeply contributed to the construction of the present social and legal system in Europe. Hence the reason why, in one way o another, the Christian churches are nowadays placed at the summit of the pyramidal structure
 that represents state-church relations (in this specific context the word ‘church’ is used in a technical sense to indicate broadly all religions and beliefs). 

Islam, on the contrary, has become visible – and worth of respect as a religion– in Europe only recently, in the epoch of globalisation, of migrations, of democracy, multiculturalism and interfaith dialogue. Therefore, most countries of the European Union (EU) do not have provisions to regulate state relations with this faith community and are currently in the process of developing suitable strategies. To start with, the very basic instrument the EU member states can rely on are international declarations and conventions for the freedom of religion (primarily, Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, of 1948, and Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights, of 1950), which have become incorporated into national constitutions and jurisprudence as well as into European Treaties
. The UN Declaration for the elimination of all forms of intolerance and discrimination founded upon religion and belief , for instance, dates of 1981. More recently, in 2000, anti-discrimination legislation, including provisions against discrimination on religious grounds, was passed at the European Union level
. 

The Muslim presence in Europe strongly consists of immigrants or of their descendants (now citizens, as it is the case of most Muslims residing in France and Great Britain) from North African, Middle Eastern or Asian countries where Islam is the majority religion. The process of immigration into Europe started in conjunction with the dissolution of the European colonial powers (i.e. immigration into the UK from India and Pakistan, into France from Algeria) and in association with Europe’s economic boom that attracted labour force (i.e. Turkish immigration into Germany and Moroccan immigration into Belgium) at the beginning of the 1960s. After the oil crisis of 1973 Europe’s door shut, strict immigration policies were introduced to prevent new waves of immigration but those immigrants that were already in Europe entered a process of settlement. Having survived through the process of emigration and having met their primary economic and social needs, in the 1980s and 1990s immigrants set a foot into the social, cultural and political life of Europe by forming associations and producing culture. The early 1990s saw the awakening of Islam amongst the immigrant population laying claims to its cultural and religious identity, requesting places of worship and accommodation to their traditions on the part of the host society. By 1995, in several European countries, Muslims had obtained places of worship and had mobilised to represent their interests before the host governments. 

The creation of Muslim councils

The Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) has existed since 25 May 1996, when a meeting attended by representatives of many national, regional and local Muslim organisations in Britain was held in Bradford (the British town with most probably the highest concentration of Muslims from the sub-Indian continent)
. Since then, a large number of these organisations, including mosques, specialist bodies and institutions, youth and women’s organisations have supported this initiative. 

Thus, the MCB has gradually become a very active and visible umbrella organisation promoting Islam and advocating the needs of Muslims in the UK. Its motto is ‘A step towards greater consultation, cooperation and coordination on Muslim Affairs in the UK’
. Especially since 9/11, this organisation has multiplied its initiatives and its contacts, both with the government and with other faith communities. Yet, the MCB is not representative of the Muslim population of Great Britain and it remains a self-appointed body. These elements make the MCB very similar to a lobbying group and clearly mark the structural difference between this experience and the French initiative mentioned above.

The most evident difference is that the French Council for the Muslim Religion (CFCM) is a Muslim consultative body established by and for the government. Although the members of the CFCM were democratically elected, the institution as such was created from above, further to repeated requests made throughout the years by the various French Minister of the Interior. Commenting on the limited achievements and on the lack of effectiveness of the series of committees that preceded the formation of the CFCM, Basdevant and Frégosi define their status as ‘para-Ministerial’
. Like the past experiences, the CFCM too has to fulfil the specific task to advise the government on religious issues relating to Islam and to make room for ‘moderate Islam’, but the novelty is that its representativeness should be uncontested as deriving from democratic candidatures and casting of votes. At least, this was the expectation of the French authorities before the elections for the CFCM took place and marked the victory in some department of an allegedly extremist groups. 

On the contrary, the MCB is an instance coming from below, although not exactly from the grassroots. An elite of educated (several graduate) Muslims met with the purpose of safeguarding Muslim interests in various fields of everyday life and to establish effective contacts with the government. Although very efficient, well organised in working committees, and often featuring in the news and on TV as ‘the’ Muslim voice of the UK, the MCB remains the expression of a section of Muslim society, that is of intellectuals and professional of Pakistani or Indian origins. 

Two other self-appointed Muslim bodies that claim to represent the Muslim population of Britain are the Union of Muslims in Britain (UMO, almost certainly the oldest Muslim association in the United Kingdom) and the controversial Muslim Parliament
. Both have declined considerably in ambition and scope, however, the UMO still campaigns for the enforcement of personal Islamic law in Great Britain. The Muslim Parliament instead used to be the expression of a fierce power struggle between Muslim groups around the years of the Salman Rushdie case. 

The only Muslim body in Britain that might seem closer to the type of Islamic interlocutor that the various governments of the EU member states are looking for could be the Bradford Council of Mosques (BCM)
. It was created, back in 1981, ‘to relate to public bodies’ and local authorities in the city of Bradford and ‘intended to minimise sectarian differences’
. An elected body issued from the grassroots and not demanded from above, the BCM has represented an extraordinary example of Muslim pro-activeness, intra-community cooperation and dialogue. 

At this stage it ought to be clarified that, differently from France and Italy where the governments have requested Muslims to organise themselves in a representative body in order to meet the requirements of the laws regulating worship, the British cases of Muslim associationism mentioned above constitute ‘spontaneous’ initiatives in the context of ‘civil society’. Although highly secularised and with a considerable openness to ecumenism and interfaith dialogue, the United Kingdom is a country with a state religion, the Anglican Church, and, officially, there are no general legal provisions regulating the freedom of religion as it also happens for other civil liberties
. 

Another element that contributes to differentiating the British – and French – case from the Italian one is that most Muslims in those two countries are currently citizens, whereas in Italy they are still in the condition of immigrants. This means that Muslims in France and in Britain can express their opinion and needs through the ballot box and parliamentary representation
, which are considered the more straightforward way to influence politics. Nevertheless, experts and Muslim public opinion in the UK believe that ‘Muslims should make a greater effort to become involved in politics’ and in decision making and that persisting discrimination plunges them in a condition of ‘second-class citizens’
. In Italy, on the contrary, the widespread situation of immigrants excludes the majority of Muslims from the right to vote as well as from the constitutional right to make an intesa (agreement) with the State and become a recognised faith (this problem will be discussed further in the following section dedicated to Italy). 

Until very recently, issues pertaining to religious minorities in the UK were inappropriately considered under the expression ‘ethnic minorities’ by the Race Equality Unit (REU), according to the Race Relations Act (RRA) of 1976. Although the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) set up with the RRA dealt with discrimination in a broad sense, Muslims complain that the RRA ‘does not fully protect Muslims because religious discrimination is still not unlawful in Britain’
. Incidentally, it should be added here that, whereas no general law against religious discrimination exists in the UK, everybody in Britain can enjoy the right to practice his/her religion, according to the Human Rights Act of 1998. Moreover, special provisions against religious discrimination in the work place also exist in the UK. What Muslims would like to see is a general law forbidding religious discrimination and extending the offences for blasphemy to Islam
. They also complain against ‘customs related to civic religion’ such as daily collective worship of a broadly Christian character in State schools
. Although the Education Reform Act of 1988 introduced religious education as part of the multi-faith curriculum within all Government funded mainstream schools
, it also invites to recognise the fact that the UK is still predominantly a Christian country and therefore Christianity is the dominant religion
. 

It was only in June 2003 that a Faith Communities Unit (FCU) was created inside the Home Office emerging from the Religious Issues section of the Race Equality Unit. Its objectives are to ensure respect and equal opportunities for all faiths as well as ‘to help people with different beliefs but shared values to build more cohesive communities’
. 

Freedom of religion, state-church relations, social cohesion and political agendas

Social cohesion as an instrument to maintain public order has been on the agenda of several politicians both at the national and European level since the years 2000-2001. It is important to highlight that the need and the initial efforts to foster relations with the Muslim communities of Europe pre-exist the events of 9/11. 

The riots involving Muslims in the towns of Oldham, Burnley and Bradford
 – as response to the British National Party racist campaign ‘to keep Britain free of Islam’ – took place early in the summer of 2001. Similarly, in France, the official signature of the document that initiated the designation of the French Council of the Muslim Religion (CFCM) dates of July 2001. Therefore, commentators arguing that this effort of the French government was ‘spurred on by the 11 September attacks in the United States’
 are once again misleading and contributing to the creation of a concerted Western offensive aimed at controlling and restricting Islam. 
Activities on social cohesion and intercultural dialogue sponsored by the Council of Europe had already multiplied throughout the 1990s but the events of 11 September 2001 pushed the Council to initiate – within its Cultural-Cooperation sector – a specific project for ‘Intercultural Dialogue and Conflict Prevention’. Just recently, in October 2002, the Council of Europe also convened in Strasbourg an experts’ symposium on ‘Dialogue serving intercultural and inter-religious communication’.
 
Within the institutions of the European Union (EU), we can note that, especially since the second half of the 1990s, the EU too has manifested a constant and deep concern for the issues of integration, social cohesion and intercultural dialogue. Discussions about the development of a (Common) European asylum and immigration policy – a crucial project launched with the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997 and then better outlined with the special Justice and Home Affairs Council of Tampere in 1999 – have been characterised by a stress upon ‘immigration control’ (stressed at Seville European Council in 2002)
 on the one hand but have also been accompanied on the other hand by a clear notion of ‘integration’, which was a key word in the Conclusions of the Tampere European Council.
 In fact, at the same time when directives and proposals to regulate immigration and asylum were put forward and approved at European level, also a number of directives and regulations promoting equality, anti-discrimination and anti-racism were issued between 2000 and 2001.
 The April 2003 update of the EU Justice and Home Affairs website openly declares that ‘[t]he leaders of the European Union (EU) have called for a common immigration policy which would include more dynamic policies to ensure the integration of third-country nationals residing in the European Union’
. 

Also the Economic and Social Committee of the European Union issued several opinions advocating the participation of civil society in the integration process of immigrants in Europe. In September 2002 it convened in Brussels an unprecedented conference where civil society was called to reflect upon and provide solutions to the integration of immigrants
. 

Various meetings, conferences and round tables have been organised by the European institutions (European Commission – GOPA/Culture, European Parliament, Economic and Social Committee) on the themes of intercultural dialogue, social cohesion, and immigration. It is interesting to note that, despite the official distance of the EU from all sort of religious discourse, the EU has in fact paid attention to the issue of Islam in Europe. 

Between December 2002 and March 2003, for instance, the European Commission Directorate General for Employment and Social Affairs set up a round of consultations on the issue of anti-semitism and Islamophobia, in cooperation with the European Union Monitoring Centre against Racism and Xenophobia – which had produced between 2001 and 2002 two interesting studies on Islamophobia in the EU.
 At the end of 2001, a few months after the official visit of European Commission President Romano Prodi to the Brussels Mosque, Commissioner for Employment and Social Affair Anna Diamantopoulou convened a meeting with Muslim women’s organisations in Europe, to explore possible ways of making their contribution to the European society effective. 

In October 2002, the European Commission Group of Policy Advisors (GOPA) prepared and chaired a meeting with the representatives of the various religious communities in Europe to investigate the role of faith schools in promoting cohesion in civil society. In January 2003 a group of Saggi (wise men) was created in the European Commission to provide advice specifically on ‘intercultural dialogue in the Mediterranean area’
 These initiatives follow a couple of events of the European Commission aimed at stimulating the dialogue of cultures and religions: the meeting ‘The Peace of God in the World’, held on 20 December 2001, and the conference ‘Dialogue of Cultures’ of 19-20 March 2002
.  

On 30 and 31 October 2003, when Italy was holding the Italian Presidency of the EU, the Italian Minister of the Interior convened a EU conference of Ministers of the Interior to discuss ‘Interfaith dialogue: factor of social cohesion in Europe and peace instrument in the Mediterranean area’.  For the first time, on that occasion, the 15 ministers of the EU met – together with representatives of the three monotheistic religions and with some ministers of the candidate countries to the accession to the EU in 2004 – to talk about religion as a way to guarantee a stable and secure society, not only in Europe but extended to the neighbouring Mediterranean area. The meeting was essentially advertised and perceived by the general public as an interfaith event where Islam was the primary interlocutor. Nevertheless, the conference touched several other planes and issues. 

To start with, the title itself of the conference marked the crucial problematic link between Islam in Europe and Islam in the Mediterranean countries outside the EU. Most of the Muslims in Europe were born in those countries. Even those that are now full European citizens tend to suffer from split or multiple identities, because they live in a modern Western world trying to remain faithful to a religion and to traditions that they inherited from their parents or grandparents who immigrated into Europe from North Africa, the Middle East or Asia. Beside this generational and identity problem experienced by the Muslims living in Europe, there was also the issue of prejudice and fear about Islam. This was the second obstacle to which the Italian presidency conference drew attention wishing to eliminate it.  

Finally, there seemed to be a third, less apparent, objective behind the Italian initiative of October 2003. Neither Pisanu, nor the other European ministers who participated in the meeting did defend Islam unconditionally. However, they presented to the wider public only a specific, ‘domesticated’ type of Islam through the person and the words of Dalil Boubaker, rector of the Paris central mosque and chair of the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman
. 

The issue of ‘Moderate’ Islam 

Political leaders in various European countries have been advocating dialogue with a ‘moderate’ type of Islam. But these calls risk to remain empty of sense. Islam is not a monolithic religion and is subject to many equally legitimate interpretations. Hence it is very difficult to distinguish ‘moderate’ cooperative Islam from extreme interpretations (that can attract people who feel alienated by society and who are likely to commit crimes). 
‘What we should be afraid of is Islam gone astray, garage Islam, basement Islam, underground Islam. It is not the Islam of the mosques, open to the light of day,’ affirmed French Minister of the Interior Mr Sarkozy in December 2002
. Mr Pisanu was not the first Minister in Europe to condemn and act against self-ghettoisation and against extremism preached in the mosques (in June 2003 he had the imam of Rome’s central mosque removed from office). The UK Home Office Secretary David Blunkett expressed the need to ‘monitor’ Islamic groups that preach violence and hatred and declared the firm determination of the British government to keep the ‘balance’
. Another British politician, Peter Hain, criticised ‘isolationist Muslims’
 that fail to interact with the rest of society. Back in 1998, during his office as Prime Minister of Italy, Romano Prodi had made a speech in which he addressed the Muslim communities of Italy by using the term collettività (‘collectivity’, sum of communities) and advocating the need to abandon the perception of Islam as it was a ‘foreign body’ in western society
.

The Italian situation

The plan
 announced by the Italian Minister of the Interior Giuseppe Pisanu in January 2003 sounds very similar to – although less ambitious of – the French initiative. 

According to the Italian Constitution (Article 8), all religious denominations are free before the law and their relations with the State are regulated by intese
, (agreements) signed by the religious representatives. Since the early 1990s, several attempts have been made by the various Muslim groups present in Italy to produce such an agreement. The lack of a hierarchical organisation in Islam coupled with political and power struggles between Italian political parties and also within the dishomogeneous Muslim communities of Italy have rendered these attempts to make an agreement unsuccessful. Beyond all legal paths explored until recently to regulate State relations with Islam – including a law on Religious Freedom that is still being discussed in Parliament –, the Italian Minister of the Interior Mr Pisanu launched in early 2003 the idea to create a Council of Muslims in Italy. Apparently inspired by the parallel French experience of 2003, this hypothetical Council would be expected to work as a consultative body and to include ‘moderate’ Muslims only. That is, those that are willing to cooperate with the government. This project has raised a big debate in Italy, meeting criticism and approval from all sides, amongst Muslims and amongst non-Muslims. 

Additionally, the idea of creating a body of Moderate Muslims that would be a direct interlocutor of the Minister of the Interior seems to clash with the (neverending) initiative of a new Law for the Freedom of Religion. Above all there seems to be a clash of competences and orientations. The competence for dealing with religious and belief communities was conferred to the Prime Minister at the end of the 1970s
. The Minister of the Interior is trying to establish a ‘special relation’ with certain Muslim communities without passing through the thorny issue of the intesa. At the same time, project of law no 2531-1576-1902 for Freedom of Religion has been moving between the two chambers of parliament for years without being ever approved. It is intended to improve equal opportunities and equal respect by abolishing a previous law regulating state relations with faiths different from the Catholic one and by fixing clear guidelines for making future intese with all religious groups. The progress report on this project of law presented by the standing committee on 18 March 2002 highlights clearly the need to renovate the old provisions of the Republic on church-state relations in view of the current and future cultural, social and political changes. Several passages justify this law through the need to regulate relations with Muslims in Europe. 

In the meantime, three projects of intesa have been produced by three Muslim groups. Two are founded and composed by Italian converts and one, the Unione Comunitá Islamiche in Italia (UCOII) is an umbrella association claiming to represent 80-90 per cent of Muslim mosques and associations that are present in Italy. 

As a matter of fact, no progress has been made in the last ten years neither for the signing of the agreements nor concerning the new law on Religious Freedom. ‘Different observers suggest different reasons to account for the fact that no agreement has been concluded with Muslims. The most commonly cited factors include the relatively recent appearance of a large Muslim community in Italy, the relatively small number of Muslims who are citizens (non-citizens not being eligible to conclude an agreement with the State), and the multitude of competing Muslim organisations that claim to represent the entire Muslim community’
. 

Muslims representatives, on their side, complain that the whole Italian system is stiff and still shaped according to the former state religion, Catholicism. Strong opposition to the institutionalisation of Islam in Italy comes form certain political, religious and intellectual circles obsessed with the possibility that Muslims would impose Islamic law to Italy once obtained the intesa.  All these complex problems indicate how scarce the political support for the negotiation of a State agreement with the Muslim community might be and experts say that ‘there is little likelihood that one will be developed or adopted in the near future’
.

As far as secularism is concerned, the Italian constitution does not contain an explicit reference to the notion of laicité but the country considers itself to be secular. This problem has been the source of various controversies, the case of the crucifix in Italian schools being the most glaring one. On several occasions during the late 1990s and up to 2004, the Constitutional Court of Italy did not hesitate to remind the ‘secular’ status of Italy maintaining that laicité is a founding principle of the Republic implicit in the constitution
. 

At the end of the 1990s, in Italy, the official ‘debate on the issue of an intesa with Islam’ was ‘very limited’ and only concerning a few experts
. By the year 2003, the situation had changed considerably, also in the light of the 2001 terrorist attacks on America and of the subsequent terrorist actions carried out by extremist groups allegedly in the name of Islam. 

In the span of those few years, Islam suddenly became a current subject of everyday conversation and concerns. Islam appeared more and more often in the news, for instance, in the context of the fight against terrorism. The ‘Islamic question’ came to the fore, in Italy, even before 9/11. Islam had been at the centre of lively debates around the growing presence of immigrants of Muslim faith and around the building of Mosques in Northern Italy already in 2000. An ideological controversy had sprung from the ambiguous affirmations of the Bishops of Como (Mgr Maggiolini) and of Bologna (Cardinal Biffi), between 1998 and 2000, as they suggested to support the immigration of Christian populations instead of Muslim ones
. This discourse was subsequently adopted and manipulated by the Italian federalist party Lega Nord (Northern League) to wage its political battle against immigration, Islam and the pro-immigrants left parties throughout the Autumn 2000 and up to the general elections of 2001.  

Immigration and Islam were used during the electoral campaigns for the Italian general elections that took place on 13 May 2001. In the months that preceded the elections, Forza Italia (FI), the liberal centre-right party founded by Silvio Berlusconi had on its website a series of documents commenting immigration or producing facts and data concerning immigration. Since FI’s ally, Lega Nord had undertaken a heavy campaign against Islam, FI had to justify the unfair and uncivilised behaviour of its allies. 

On the other hand the left parties, united in the coalition called Ulivo (olive tree), also drew a programmatic agenda based where immigration and Islam also featured as central items
. 

In the aftermath of the Twin Towers attacks, Claudio Scajola (Italian Minister of the Interior between 2001 and 2002, Minister without portfolio for the Implementation of the Government’s Programme in 2003 and 2004) had warned imams not to preach violence. His declarations were driven by a security concern. His successor, Minister of the Interior Giuseppe Pisanu, also addressed the issue of Islam and of imams in Europe very frequently but on a completely different tone. Instead of demonising Islam he sought to isolate extremists in order to establish dialogue with moderates. Although this move might seem very obvious to those that are familiar with the French and Belgian experiences of Muslim Councils and executives cooperating with the state, Pisanu’s initiative marks a stepping stone in the history of Italian politics. For the first time a Minister of the Italian republic spoke with no hesitation of the existence of an ‘Italian Islam’, of the need to help it to emerge by differentiating it from and fighting against extremism and fundamentalism. This way of thinking and acting indicates the intention to deal with Islam as a constitutive element of the cultural and political life of Italy. Paradoxically, this initiative has earned Pisanu (himself a member of Forza Italia) the appreciation of his political opponents from the left party whereas it has distanced him from Lega Nord which is part of his the same political coalition as Pisanu, the Casa della Libertà (House of Liberties). 

In October 2000 the Lega Nord (LN) party undertook a fierce battle against the public financing (although indirectly, through the concession of the soil free of charge) of a mosque in Lodi
. At that time the coalition parties of the Casa della Libertà condemned the declarations of their ally. However, the teaching of this occurrence did not seem to last too long as, almost one year later, on 26 September 2001, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi made an official declaration that provoked dismay and indignation throughout the world. He affirmed that the ‘West has to be aware of the superiority of its civilisation’, a civilisation that has ensured the ‘wellbeing’ of all peoples and the ‘respect of human and religious rights - which does not exist in Islamic countries – as well as the respect of political rights’
. Berlusconi immediately disavowed this statement claiming that his words had been misinterpreted but the clock could no longer be set back: the emperor was naked. Whatever rude and inappropriate the words of the Prime Minister might have been, they corresponded to the feelings of a great silent proportion of the Italian population distressed by the fear of terrorism and by two other ghosts, unemployment and the economic recession. All fears accumulated symbolically in the figure of the immigrant of Muslim faith. Thus, it is not surprising that, during 2001 and in the following years, the LN could continue its offensive against Muslim immigrants
. 

The spirit animating the initiative undertaken by the Italian Home Affairs Minister Pisanu to contrast illegal immigration and to fight back extremism was of a completely different nature. The fact that he issued heavy statements manifesting his deep concern for security and public order and for enforcing the rule of law should not be confused with the ideological hatred of the discourse of the Lega Nord.  

Pisanu inscribes his action in the intellectual track of Giorgio La Pira, a charismatic political figure of the then Democrazia Cristiana (DC, Christian Democracy) party during the 1950s and 1960s. Mayor of Florence, La Pira was also a major figure at the national and European scale. He insisted on the necessity to establish interfaith dialogue in Mediterranean area in order to achieve political peace. This Christian Democratic vision of the role of Italy in Europe and in the Mediterranean remained rooted throughout the years. Two great Italian statesmen of the 1970s and 1980s, Mr Aldo Moro and Mr Giulio Andreotti, pursued a similar orientation adopting a political line that was defined ‘filo-Arab’. In the 1970s, the Associazione dei parlamentari euro-arabi (Association of Euro-Arab Members of Parliament) was founded by another two Italian Christian Democrat MPs, Mr Giuseppe Pisanu and Mr Lelio Basso. Dialogue across the Mediterranean has remained a central notion in the discourse of other Italian statesmen and intellectuals. In the aftermath of 9/11, this heritage was recalled and reaffirmed in public discourse
. 

The President of the Italian Republic Carlo Azeglio Ciampi repeatedly called for dialogue as a way to face political controversies, armed conflicts and security threats
. Similarly, European Commission President Romano Prodi, also a former man of the DC and follower of La Pira, in the months that followed 9/11 adopted a political line based upon ‘dialogue’ (as opposed to ‘war’) with and within religions. His agenda, also before the terrorist attacks, had always insisted on strengthening ‘neighbourhood politics’ in the Mediterranean by reinforcing the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership of 1995
. 

Conclusions

This paper has attempted to unwind the complex dynamics of representation and of institutionalisation of Islam in Europe by looking at the specific case of the establishment of Muslim Councils in France, Great Britain and Italy. An analysis of Italian politics and legislation in the last ten years enables comparisons to be made with other countries and to open the perspective to the broader European Union. This analysis is not claiming to solve problems. Rather, it is intended to provide material for an informed debate on the institutional presence of Islam in Europe. Several questions remain open. For instance we don’t know whether the initiative to establish a Muslim council in Italy would represent an innovative way to favour Muslim participation in the Italian political and civil society, or whether it would produce further discrimination and ‘Islamophobic’ feelings by the very fact of setting the limits to the access to the ‘club’. The rhetoric and the tone adopted by political statesmen involved in this process certainly play a role that should not be disregarded. The success of the project to create Muslim councils highly depends on psychological and emotional elements as well as on the management of power. 

A few final observations can also be added. The institutional establishment of relations with Islam – and in Italy, in our specific case – appears to have affected the dynamics and alliances regulating interior as well as foreign affairs in several European countries. Similarly, the presence of a religious community (Islam) that is ‘different’ has triggered a reflection amongst Europeans and Italians on the Christian and/or secular tradition of the continent. However, it is too early to assess whether the process of institutionalisation of Islam in Italy will eventually modify significantly national and international politics as well as perceptions of identity. 
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