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The invisible politics of religion in southern European territories: preliminary
considerations

With this issue of Religion, State & Society, we inaugurate a planned series of special
sections focusing on the analysis of the political involvement of religious associations and
organisations at the local level. Without pre-empting the more substantial conclusion that
we plan for the last of the special sections, in this short introduction we aim to state briefly
the main issues that will be covered by the selected articles.1

The relationship between religion and politics is a topic usually analysed either from a
national or from an international perspective. Nevertheless, changes in contemporary
political systems, in Europe and abroad, have reshaped the hierarchies between the
local and the national spheres on a number of policies and issues. This has particularly
been the case in Southern Europe where, over the last three decades, most of the countries
have had to face several changes. First, religious change, which is the ongoing process of
social secularisation, irrespective of denomination. Second, economic change, as a result
of the major economic crisis in 2008. Third, political change: the burgeoning of new
social movements and parties challenging the established party systems. We believe that
national and transnational perspectives are useful, but insufficient to address properly the
transformation of the interactions between religion and politics that have been induced by
those changes. In religious matters, if the national state–church models still play an
essential role in defining the regulatory framework for religions, we believe that observing
the less visible interactions between politics and religion at the local scale is very
necessary, for four main reasons.

First, it helps us to better understand the debates generated by the implementation of
the national norms, but also to focus again on the public debates and controversies that
have frequently anticipated the national debates and processes of institutionalisation. This
is the case, for example, with controversies around the location of worship places, which
have often triggered broader debates over the role of religion in national – and even
European – identities. Politicised controversies on symbolic issues often take place at the
local level: see the debates over the location of mosques in Italy (Allievi 2009;
Bombardieri 2011; Conti 2012; O’Miel and Talpin 2013; Triandafyllidou 2006), the
controversies surrounding the Muslim headdress in Spain (Burchardt, Griera, and
García-Romeral 2014) and in Europe (Amiraux 2013; Ferrari and Pastorelli 2013;
Koussens and Roy 2014) and, more broadly, issues dealing with religion in public spaces.

Second, the process of Europeanisation has resulted in the rescaling of government
tasks, and contributed to the pluralisation of both the actors and the legal regimes able to
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play a role in governing diversity, especially at the local level. In this direction, the
rescaling process opens variously articulated and differently accessible windows of
opportunity for the claims of religious actors, in a pluralisation of venues and arenas
wherein the configuration of actors varies, and in concomitant constraints and opportu-
nities. This is the case with courts, whose role in religious governance has been increasing
(de Galembert and Koenig 2014). An interesting example is the European Court of
Human Rights, an international arena that may represent a window of opportunity for
weak or underrepresented actors, like religious organisations, to overcome national veto
players (Anagnostou and Millns 2013; Jacquot and Vitale 2014). Other venues that are
likely to play a major role in the near future are local regulatory bodies (Grigolo 2010),
which rule over policy fields that may have an impact on religious governance, such as
urban planning.

Third, and more specifically, both the processes of devolution and subsidiarisation of a
number of non-religious policies and the cooperation between private (for- and non-profit)
and public organisations (in particular in social services) in a horizontal governance
perspective have increased the importance of local politics (Kriesi 2008). The local
scale is particularly relevant as constituting the arena where public authorities, private
actors and religious and secular third-sector organisations manage – or not – to constitute
efficient governance networks (Klijn and Skelcher 2007) in the welfare field. These local
arrangements constitute an implicit form of regulation of public life by religious actors
that, in some cases, might not coincide exactly with the sociopolitical preferences of the
religious central authorities. They also raise, particularly in the field of welfare, the issue
of the externalisation of social services from public welfare institutions to third-sector
organisations. In this context, a focus on the changes in local contexts – in terms of
economy, politics or policy arrangements – may offer an opportunity for pointing out the
specificities of the relationships between state and religions at the local level, as both a
scale of government and a specific arena. Indeed, the local level should be reconceptua-
lised as a node in a network of multiscalar processes, in which the scaling may refer to
either national or global processes of localisation and generalisation, as well as to
specifically local dynamics. From this perspective, the ‘local’ calls for specific analytical
frames, able to interpret its features and meanings (see Sassen 2006).

Fourth, grassroots religious organisations and associations have an important and
increasing political role in Southern Europe on rather unexpected issues: movements for
public water in Italy (Fantini 2014), mobilisations against discrimination, renewed
engagement of religious associations in politics and in antiausterity protests and the
issue of climate change. Paradoxically, these mobilisations have generated new proximi-
ties between some religious actors and the new social movements, while at the same time,
majority Churches – the Orthodox Church in Greece, but also the Catholic Church in
Latin countries – have been under serious criticism in the context of the European
budgetary crisis, because of issues such as their tax benefits, properties and advantages
in the educational systems. Again, these ambivalent relations between social movements
and religious organisations need to be observed at the local level, where grassroots
mobilisations take shape.

While research should focus on local issues, policymaking and mobilisation, this does
not mean that the national and transnational scales should be neglected. Instead, research
should focus on the constant interactions between the different scales of collective action
and policymaking. It thus might be more appropriate to refer to the territory rather than to
the local. Following Ruggie (1993), Smith (2011, 469) defines territory as an institutio-
nalised geographical space, namely a space based on a stabilised set of rules, norms and
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expectations. From such a constructivist approach, the interactions between religion and
politics are seen as moving within a constantly changing configuration of scales, terri-
tories and institutions.

This first special section comprises two contributions. Xabier Itçaina, in his article on
Catholic organisations and territorial welfare in the Basque country and Emilia Romagna,
analyses the economic crisis as a constrained opportunity for the increasingly central role of
religious organisations in the welfare field. In both territories, the economic crisis and the
liberalisation of welfare – and particularly the outsourcing of care services – have brought
religious organisations back to the front line, this time as third-sector organisations, partially
reversing the sidelining which the secularisation of welfare had produced. His work shows
that the creative agency of religious actors has expanded to include the promotion of
solidarity economy. Alberta Giorgi and Emanuele Polizzi explore the possibility of reading
the change of religious organisations and activities in the light of the transformations of
political governance, by focusing on the multilevel action of a religious organisation of
Italian origins (Comunione e Liberazione (CL)). The political success of a Catholic move-
ment in a Western democracy shows the possible role of substitution for traditional political
movements in countries where distrust towards politics is on the rise. On the other hand, the
story of CL in Lombardy suggests that we should look more closely into the changing
hierarchy of local and national powers, which opens new windows of opportunities for
actors mainly active at the local level. The two papers highlight the importance of taking
into account changes in political and economic contexts for the analysis of religious actors.
The authors also address the complex interplay between religion, economy and politics,
which invites us to rethink the meaning and features of political secularism at the local level,
where the boundaries between politics and religion are permeable and blurred.

Disclosure statement
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