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Abstract

Evidence from some contemporary ethnic groups suggests that ethnic religion may play a strong role in the lives of sec-
ond generation members. This is evident in recent studies on Muslims living in Europe. But Europe's immigrant popula-
tion is not just Muslim in origin. Migratory flows from Latin America, the Philippines and Eastern Europe (i.e. Romania
or Ukraine) bring people from Catholic and Christian countries to Europe. And—as in the Italian case—these groups are
now the majority among the whole immigrant population. Consequently, the almost exclusive focus on the Islamic
component has allowed little investigation of the increase of the Christian-Catholic component. The paper describes
and compares the religious paths of immigrants’ youth from Peru, the Philippines and Romania, considering the follow-
ing questions: How do they interact with/develop their religious identity? Is this generation seeking less visible, less
participatory means of contact with the church to better integrate with their peers? Or, on the contrary, do they
choose, strategically, to reinforce the Catholic part of their identity in order to succeed better in the integration process

in a Catholic country?

Keywords

Christian-Catholic; discrimination; identity; immigrants; Italy; religion; second generation

Issue

This article is part of the issue “Religious Diversity and Social Inclusion”, edited by Gary Bouma (Monash University,

Australia).

© 2016 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-

tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The question of how faith, ethnicity and acculturation
relate to one another is highly pertinent in the Italian
context, where Catholicism continues to be the religion
of reference for the majority of the population in spite
of the secularization process of other European coun-
tries (Garelli, 2013; Marzano & Pace, 2013; Pérez-
Agote, 2012). Around five million migrants were regis-
tered at the beginning of 2014 (ISTAT, 2015) in Italy,
which outlines a complex situation, characterized by
immigrant flows from more than 191 countries, espe-
cially Central and Eastern Europe, Northern Africa, Lat-
in America and South-East Asia. The presence of immi-
grant minors in Italy has by now been an established
fact of life for at least 15 years, highlighting the stabiliz-
ing character of migratory flows towards the country: a

rapid evolution which had affected first schools and
then the whole society (Vilaga & Pace, 2010). In this
scenario, Christian-Catholic second generations are in-
creasing in numbers and visibility. So far, from the reli-
gious point of view, the Italian scenario has deeply
changed after the considerable Eastern European mi-
gration flows. Romanians, Ukrainians and Poles have
modified the religious composition in the migrant pop-
ulation. Even if the media sometimes continue to stress
the risk of Islamization (Allievi, 2009), it is incorrect to
speak of an “Islamic invasion”, first of all because of
the statistics: according to estimates by the Italian Na-
tional Office Against Racial Discrimination (UNAR),
Christians constitute 52% of immigrants and Muslims
32% (UNAR, 2015).

In this context, | applied my research on three
Christian-Catholic immigrant groups which are repre-
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sentatives of the great majority of non-Muslim immi-
grant population in Italian, as well as in Europe. | car-
ried out qualitative research in order to investigate
how religion and integration paths interact with and in-
fluence one another, both on the societal and on the
individual levels in the case of Christian-Catholic sec-
ond generations in a specific context like Italy, a recent
immigration country and a Catholic one, considering
the following questions: How do they interact
with/develop their religious identity? Are they follow-
ers of the “traditional religiosity” of their parents (the
first generation) or do they belong to the “secularised
millennium generation”? Are they looking for a differ-
ent (from their Italian peers) relationship with religion,
more spiritual, requiring regular meetings, or do they
want to get away from this? Are this generation seek-
ing informatics religious tools and means of contact
with the church, less visible and “non-inserted” in the
integration process among peers? Or, on the contrary,
do they choose, strategically, to reinforce the Catholic
part of their identity in order to succeed better in the
integration process in a Catholic country?

In order to answer my research questions, | focused
my attention on three specific youth groups: Filipinos,
Peruvians and Romanians.

My thesis is, on the one hand, that these young
people (that enjoy a good reputation among Italians)
who—formally—haven’t negotiated their religious
identities at school or in the broader society due to
their Christian-Catholic adherence can easily maintain a
strong religiousness. On the other, they are “children
of their time” and they share with their peers (ltalians
as well as those who belong to other nationalities) the
idea of leaving religion and returning just for family
reasons or for special events. Paradoxically, these
young people are going to develop (maybe similarly to
their Muslim peers, even though for different reasons)
and “amphibian strategy”: e.g. as their Moroccan
peers, Filipinos “choose, paradoxically, the same strat-
egy because they do not want to be rejected by their
Italian peers who don’t attend church, do not spend
their free time in religious associations, and don’t share
their values of filial piety, respect for parents, and fami-
ly centeredness” (Ricucci, 2010).

The paper uses qualitative research data collected
in the Italian context: it is of course a peculiar case due
to its religious characteristics but findings can offer in-
teresting and generalizable consideration for research
on the relationship between second generations and
religion in Europe.

2. Methodology

Thanks to the qualitative approach, the paper presents
a complex scenario in which assimilation tensions are
mixed with identity cleavages, individuating how Chris-
tian-Catholic second generations are changing common

perceptions of the relations between religion and im-
migration. Here, the perspective | assumed is that
there are many possible patterns in the relationship
with religion among Christian-Catholic young people
(as well as their Muslim and Italian peers) and the out-
comes depend on three sets of factors: a) Personal and
demographic factors (e.g. gender, age, length of resi-
dence); b) factors that are external to individuals and
their communities (policies towards diversity in the so-
ciety); and c) Differences between immigrant groups
and society at large (such as differences in values).

This paper presents a part of the findings collected
during a fieldwork study (carried out along the last four
years) that allowed me to explore the social and reli-
gious experiences of three specific youth groups (Peru-
vians, Romanians and Filipinos) with migratory back-
grounds behind and beyond their faith communities.
Specifically the qualitative sample is composed of 75
interviews! with young people?, aged 18-29, speaking
Italian, gender balanced and equally distributed among
the three immigrant sub-groups: Peruvians, Romanians
and Filipinos, that I’'m going to describe briefly.

Filipinos—particularly women—were the first to ar-
rive. Today the community is numerous with a high in-
cidence of family reunion, adolescents and young peo-
ple who received the call to Italy after years of being
“children left-behind” (Parrends, 2003; Zanfrini & Asis,
2006). The Peruvian community, on the other hand,
began its immigration flow towards the middle of the
1980s. This was also principally female: as with the Fili-
pinos, South American women left first, to be joined
later by their children and, possibly, their partners (Ca-
selli, 2008; Paerregaard, 2010).

The Romanians present different characteristics:
their migration exploded in the 2000s with a greater
balance between the sexes, even if women were in the
majority (Cingolani, 2009; Ricci, 2006). In any case the
three groups share same characteristics: 1) Relative
ease of insertion into the labour market (Betrand &
Mullainathan, 2004); 2) Prevalence of care-giving
among the women; 3) Positive acceptance on the part
of Italian society; 4) High rate of children left behind
and rejoined years later with their families; 4) Positive
image of the children in schools. Using an American
concept, Italian media, government, and schools as
well as the general debate portray Filipinos, Peruvians
and Eastern Europeans as the “model minority”, con-
tending that ethnic cultural traits predispose them to

1| used a model of open semi-structured interview around cer-
tain issues (e.g. religious belonging, but also education, friend-
ship, relationship with the family of origin and with ethnic
and/or religious associations and migration biography). All the
collected material has been codified and analyzed with Atlas.ti.
2 To this qualitative material | added 4 interviews with key-
informants and 12 interviews with representatives of first gen-
eration involved in ethnic parishes activities.
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be financially and educationally successful (Yu, 2006;
Yang & Ebaugh, 2001). These images create borders
between these and other immigrant groups. Two phe-
nomena upset this peaceful scene: the fact of young
Latino gangs; and racism against Romanians when they
are all equally considered as being of Roma origin.
These two issues, however, do not erode their positive
perceptions among Italians (UNAR, 2015).

For the parents’ generation, religion has been a
card to play (even strategically) in the dynamics of in-
sertion in the labour market and acceptance: Filipinos
and Peruvians have been welcomed, partly because of
their Catholic origins; Romanians, whether Orthodox or
Catholic, have also benefitted from their unproblemati-
cal religious belonging, which does not demand alterna-
tive (to the churches) places of prayer, special work
timetables to fit in with prayer or diets and ad hoc teach-
ing in schools. The reunited children’s generation from
these three backgrounds undoubtedly gain from their
ethnic-religious identity which does not draw attention
to them—as happens with their Muslim peers. This fact,
however, does not make them representative examples
of religious culture in their home countries, and nor does
it immunize them against the effects of the adaptation
process implicit in the integration path, including pro-
gressive distancing from institutional religion.

3. Religion Matters: Catholics Cope with Integration
Challenges

The children of immigration too are children of their
age from the religious point of view and are therefore
fully part of two dynamics the individual-religion rela-
tionship is undergoing. The first concerns the persisting
belonging of the youngest to their parents’ religion, in
spite of growing religious pluralism and the advance of
the secularization process (Berger, Davie, & Focas,
2008; Garelli, Guizzardi, & Pace, 2003; Hervieu-Léger et
al.,, 1992; Tos, Mohler, & Malnar, 2000). In a broader
sense, the Italian situation reveals particular character-
istics compared with other European countries: higher
average rate of religiosity; faint presence of other de-
nominations; renewed presence of the Church in the
public sphere3,

Contrary to the expectations of many observers of
modernity, we are not witnessing today a falling off
from the religious sphere but a different way of be-
longing to it and expressing it (Bréchon, 2009; Hoge,
Dinges, Johnson, & Gonzales, 2001). And it is in this di-
rection that we find the other dynamic, that of the
growth of the individualism of faith. In the field of stud-
ies of religiosity, the decline in young people’s attend-
ance at Sunday services is generally considered an indi-
cator of the process of individualization of religious
faith; faith is more and more a private fact accompa-

3 For details see Garelli (2011).

nied by a reduction of participation in parochial life and
observance of the Church’s teaching on matters of
moral and sexual orientation. This aspect, along with
religious institutions’ difficulty in reading and interpret-
ing the needs of orientation and their answers to ad-
vanced modernity, makes Berger’s “solitary believer”
(1992) topical today, reinforcing what Davie (1994)
identifies as “believing without belonging”.

Among the Christian group, most of the interview-
ees say they are Catholic or Orthodox believers: only 5
Romanians said they believed in a superior being,
without going into detail. In describing how they live
their lives as believers, all of them, more or less direct-
ly, referred to their ethnic churches, which, since their
arrival in Italy, have been a point of reference. How this
point of reference functions, however, changes in time:
if at the beginning it is the “place of worship” par excel-
lence, where one reinforces one’s identity, it later be-
comes principally a point of reference with regard to
cultural and linguistic environment.

“Why do | come to this church? Well, it's not strictly
for religious reasons, but cultural. Part of the rea-
son is to keep some contact with the Filipino com-
munity because it's our only source of cultural iden-
tity. It's also important to our parents—this is not
the most important factor, but one of the im-
portant factors. Another thing is that we think
about the next generation. Our kids will have the
same exposure if we have contact with the Filipino
community.” (F, Filipina, 20-year-old)

According to another attending member:

“The first thing that attracts people is fellowship, a
sense of closeness. It's trying to find a group that's
at ease. There is a sense of comfort in being with
other Filipinos because there's an understanding in
terms of background.” (M, Filipino, 22-year-old)

“It’s like being part of an extended family. You feel
protected, safe. You don’t have to justify who you
are, what you do, why you came to Italy.” (F, Filipi-
na, 20-year-old)

“I feel well when | am in church. | think of my
grandmother at home and get a little homesick. She
and | often went to church together. Here | can
come with my mother only sometimes because she
often has to work on Sundays too. But when we
come we meet a lot of people we know and chat
with them until it closes. It’s like being in Romania
and it does us good, especially when outside, round
and about, we hear Italians complaining about for-
eigners, therefore about us.” (F, Romanian, 18-
year-old)
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“For us Peruvians, Mass is an important occasion
for meeting the community. It is much more than
prayer: it is gathering as a family, feeling at home.
Our parents feel as though they were back in Peru,
not least because they speak Spanish, which is also
the language of the Mass, so everything is simpler.
The feeling for us young people is of turning back to
the world where we grew up but don’t live there
any longer.” (M, Peruvian, 19-year-old)

Religion is left in the background: the reunion of com-
patriots, speaking the same language, the reassuring
feeling that they are in a protective cocoon—this is
what young people experience. This not surprising
when we consider that they have spent part of their
lives elsewhere and at a certain point came to ltaly, a
context where being a child of immigrants—a foreign-
er—is not easy (Ricucci, 2012), where the insertion
process is interwoven with the identity-building pro-
cess of their age-group. This explains why attendance
at ethnic churches is most frequent in the early years in
Italy and diminishes thereafter. Integration alone does
not suffice to explain this divergence: it is mixed up
with how these young people imagine the host society
perceives them. For them too—Christian Catholics in a
Catholic country par excellence—there are problems:
paradoxically, they too have to deal with prejudice like
their Muslim peers.

Race, an involuntary and inscriptive marker, is con-
sidered in the case of Filipinos and Peruvians to be one
of the central features of identity, which separates
them from Italian society. Among Romanians, their as-
sociation both with Roma and with criminals risks neg-
atively affecting their integration process: in these cas-
es both the colour of their skin and religious belonging
can be useful to avoid being noticed.

However, one of the most significant ways in which
young members of the churches articulate their ethnic
identity is through the appropriation of certain ele-
ments of “practised culture”, that is, values and stand-
ards of their traditional morality. These values, ubiqui-
tously invoked in their discourse about their identity,
consist of a set of core traditional values—most signifi-
cantly filial piety, respect for parents, family-
centeredness and a work ethic.

“My Filipino values include respect for elders, and
emphasis on education. Another thing | love about
my Filipino culture is its family-orientedness. |
adore my parents. And | really like how children
take care of their parents.” (F, Filipino, 20-year-old)

Compared to non-churchgoers, church members dis-
play a considerably higher degree of attachment to
these values and standards of morality, which are ap-
propriated by them as highly relevant criteria of their
ethnic identity and as self-defined markers for signal-

ling membership and exclusion. Indeed, the more “reli-
gious” a member is, the more embracing he/she tends
to be of the traditional values espoused by his/her par-
ents. The non-churchgoers, although they may general-
ly observe these values, are not as strict in their inter-
pretation of or adherence to them. Furthermore,
compared with non-attenders, church attenders hold
far more strictly to traditional views regarding sexual
morality and gender relations, displaying a much more
critical stance toward lItalian (European) culture and
values such as individualism and liberal sexual morality.

4. Growing Up Feeling Themselves as “Unwelcomed”

What does it mean to live as children of immigrants in
a country where immigrants are not so welcomed? Re-
lations of friendship, work, closeness to the Italian
community and a passport are not enough to shake off
the immigrant mantle. Perception means more than
reality. It is the recognition theme that the Italian
community—today as yesterday—may be composed of
people with different somatic traits from the usual,
who wear clothes which evoke faraway places (from
Indian saris to the colourful robes of African women,
from the chador to the Sikh turban), people believing
in a divinity which is not that of the majority of the
population (who, to be truthful, believe more from cul-
ture and education than from convinced and active
faith) (Martino & Ricucci, 2014).

Of course an attitude of mistrust (sometimes be-
coming outright hostility) has no effect on the rights
which may be claimed, but may make daily life more
difficult. For example, it may be more difficult to rent
accommodation outside “typically immigrant” areas
and neighbourhoods. It might mean not being able to
find wok other than that—low paid, dirty, dangerous,
heavy and socially penalizing (Ambrosini, 2005)—
reserved for foreigners.

It is not a simple matter to touch upon stereotypes
and prejudices. The feeling that immigrants and their
children are unwelcome guests is returning to the fore
in these years of reduced employment opportunities
and welfare benefits. Indeed, a 2014 survey carried out
by Eurobarometer reported a resurgence and
strengthening of dangerous stereotypes and prejudices
among the Italian population: this finding confirms
what another survey had already shown in 2010 (Cam-
era dei Deputati, 2010): one-quarter (25%) of the in-
terviewees declared that immigrants were taking work
away from Italians, and almost half (no less than 48%)
considered it right to give precedence to Italians when
hiring (Pouschter, 2015).

Apart from wishful thinking and claims, what is real-
ly going on?

If entry into the community of citizens is step-by-
step journey from the precarious initial insertion lead-
ing to social integration, the environments in which it is
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possible to read the characteristics of the itinerary are
those of every family’s daily life: home, school, work,
free time (Zincone, 2009).

Yet it is clear that integration represents (or should
represent, since it cannot be taken for granted) the
other side of settlement, the decision to transform
one’s migratory project from temporary to permanent.
In this sense, some social-insertion environments help
to make up an information mosaic, the best possible
indicator to describe the lights and shadows of integra-
tion into Italian society of those who are not (yet) citi-
zens (Zincone, 2006). As various studies have shown,
an immigrant integrates into the arrival society, but the
real question is into which part of the society s/he in-
tegrates and, above all, how this process varies from
one generation to the next: does the passage from first
to second generations follow the “downward assimila-
tion” logic described by Portes (1996) and Gans (2009)
or does it delineate ascending mobility strategies typi-
cal of an immigrant middle class (Perlmann & Walding-
er,1997; Winthol de Wenden, 2004).

Somatic traits, first name, surname and religious af-
filiation “condemn” or “acquit” young people in the
eyes of ltalians. This is the story of some youth with a
migratory background like Mohammad and Fatima,
who—as they referred during an interview carried out
in 2014—perceive themselves to be at risk. Even if they
possess lItalian passports, they are—in the common
perception—foreigners. What’s more, since 11/9 they
are foreigners and “potential terrorists”, a worrying
and intimidating association (Guolo, 2010, 2015). Also
Jocelyne and Isabelle, two Filipinas, are trapped within
their identity. At school they are considered as “custo-
dians of traditional values and carriers of a religiosity
which are not often found among young people today”
(F, Filipina, 19-year-old). Then again, Roberto and Vic-
tor, two Peruvian boys, whose rapper clothes cause
them to be stopped and checked by police. Peruvians
attract attention because of rival gangs settling ac-
counts. The next step is easy: all young Peruvians (both
boys and girls, those involved in the game of the
“boss’s girlfriend” and, playing this role, they become
the “bone of contention”) are members of “Latino
gangs” (Queirolo Palmas, 2009).

“Is there any way out? How can one react to and
‘survive’ daily life so conditioned by damaging stere-
otypes? According to one young interviewee, their
patience has almost run out: “It doesn’t matter who
we are, what we do. The only thing that matters is
what our parents do. We will always be immigrants
for you. Italy should take note of the Paris banlieues
and the London riots. Sooner or later we young for-
eigners, best in the class but judged only according
to our parents’ occupation, will stop being good. We
will start shouting and demonstrating, making our
presence felt.” (M, Peruvian, 21-year-old)

Self-definition is never easy and can take place on dif-
ferent levels: linguistic or national, local or global, gen-
der or generational. Using labels and categories is not a
game, but often awareness of the weight (and conse-
quences) of the use of words (one’s own and others’,
spoken and written, enounced and read) is lacking.
Sometimes this may help to create or widen fissures,
even increasing the spectre of fear. Therefore the role
played by the society where one grows and builds
one’s identity is crucial. Indeed, how young foreigners
portray themselves and what identity they decide to
adopt partly depends on how the society where they
live sees them. The theme of immigrants’ identity, es-
pecially second generations’, is not ascribable to an “ei-
ther-here-or-there” optional choice. It must be framed
in a more general context involving traditionally differ-
ent actors: 1) The individual (one may feel loss and
homesickness or may try to forget and camouflage
oneself); 2) The family (which has, in most cases, taken
the decision to leave and makes choices about future
plans, whether to become part of the new society or
stay on the edges); 3) The welcoming society which,
with its attitudes and policies may encourage, in mi-
grants, disparagement or revaluation behaviour with
regard to belonging and various cultural traditions. Fur-
ther actors have recently come on the stage: 4) The so-
ciety of (one’s own or one’s parents’) origin, which con-
tinues to be present through transnational ties and local
visits; and 5) Virtual space where cyber homelands are
constructed, nostalgic sites for the first generation, a
refuge for reunited adolescents, an exotic discovery for
second generations (Leurs & Ponzanesi, 2011).

What we have said hitherto brings us to the theme
of identity and how the protagonists of this contribu-
tion are finding their voice, giving life to civic activism
paths and combatting the image that will always see
them as foreigners. It is a story of involvement and iden-
tity results with roots in their family history, which for
many of the young people | met has been a history of
reunion. And in the crevices of this process, transversal
to all origins, attitudes mature and the insertion strate-
gies so well described by Berry (2008) are outlined.

From the family to free-time associationism: anoth-
er environment in which young people’s identities are
polished, sometimes being called into question. They
are also the setting where—little by little—young peo-
ple are beginning to express themselves, showing
themselves to be autonomous subjects distinct from
the immigrant stereotype of an unskilled labourer do-
ing precarious, ill-paid, dangerous and socially penaliz-
ing jobs (Ambrosini, 2005). The web, which is what
characterizes these youth, insofar as they are part of
the Facebook generation or Millennials, becomes a
context rich in opportunities—to show themselves, ex-
press themselves and (as happened to the children of
North African emigration) to rediscover hushed up
identities (Premazzi, 2014).
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5. Conclusion

If “Muslim youth have assumed a central, if complex,
place in the politics and cultures of the global South
and North” (Bayat & Herrera, 2010, p. 5), Christian-
Catholics are on the way back, especially in Europe.
While in American society sociologists pay growing at-
tention towards this specific youth group, in Europe
the “fear of Islam” risks overcoming any another
change. Among the novelties of the last ten years there
is an increasing number of youth with a Catholic or
Christian background and, as a result, the reinforce-
ment—at least on paper—of the mainstream religion
in the Italian context, or, in a broader sense, its Chris-
tian origin. The thesis is that the acculturation process
under which these young people define their integra-
tion paths is stronger than their religious socialization.
Broadly speaking, there is more to the lives of these
youth than mere religiosity, conservative cultural ideas,
and attachment to their home countries. Despite
common elements of identification and cultural speci-
ficities, these youth have as much in common with
their peers, both Italian and foreign, as they share
among themselves. While there exist many lines of
demarcation within the category of “children of immi-
grants” along lines of class, gender, education and cul-
tural divides, to name a few, there are also certain
common attributes that make the category of “Chris-
tian-Catholic” meaningful. But to understand what’s
happening we have to bear in mind that this group
stands at the crossroads of three sociological areas of
interest: their youth, their assimilation process and
their ethnicity. Considering these three facets, their re-
ligious belonging as well as their level of religiousness
assumes relevance on two planes: in their relations
with both the host society and ethnic communities;
and in their interaction with peers.
As an interviewee says:

“Religion is a marker. It doesn’t matter if you are
Muslim or Catholic. You are what your country of
origin says you are. This is our life as immigrants:
we cannot choose what we want to do, who we
want believe in....I'm a Filipino and when teachers
at school speak about me, they immediately class
me as a village woman, with a mother involved in
domestic services, with a high level of religiousness
and strong moral values. It is the same for my Ro-
manian friends. Is it the same for Muslims? They
are treated as dangerous, or as at risk, because they
belong to a dangerous community. It’s funny: they
don’t attend a mosque or any community events.”
(M, Filipino, 19-year-old)

How have second-generations responded to this stere-
otyped environment? There have been several reac-
tions that | witnessed during my research. Some young

people have downplayed their ethnicity and their reli-
gion, and have sought to “pass” as non-Filipino/Latino
or Romanians. Sometimes is very difficult: skin colour
and somatic traits prevent them from hiding their eth-
nic origins. This is the case, of course, for Filipinos and
Latinos, whose appearance and accent give them away.
However, if Romanians are apparently advantaged in
choosing an assimilation strategy, they share with
peers the daily struggle with their families and ethnic
communities.

“I attend Mass more because of solidarity with my
family rather than personal enthusiasm. They ex-
pect my participation, it is like family loyalty.” (F,
Peruvian, 22-year-old)

“It is important to me because it is important to my
parents.” (M, Romanian, 23-year-old)

Some of them choose the mediation path: they go to
church and show loyalty to family values, but without
either commitment or conviction.

“Mass is the only time a lot of Romanians get to-
gether. Yes, you can go to a disco, but it is different:
in the disco you find only Romanians who want to
forget their origins.” (M, Romanian, 23-year-old)

This quotation introduces another aspect: religious be-
longing is perceived in a social rather than a spiritual
sense or in one of deep commitment. It is quite evident
that for those young people inserted in the Italian con-
text, with positive relations at school or at work, nei-
ther the parents’ religion nor their religiousness is very
important. Children of immigrants, at the stage of the
1.5 generation, do not express the same enthusiasm
for religious icons considered vital by the first genera-
tion. They respect their parents’ desire to preserve cer-
tain traditions, but do not personally speak of them
with the same enthusiasm. Nevertheless, while their
experience differs from the first generation, it is equal-
ly distinct from Religion Italian Style as described by
Garelli (2011). The second-generation youth in these
Christian Catholic congregations have charted a path
that contains elements of collective expression (festi-
vals, language, transnational ties) as well as personal
agency (intense religious experience, youth organiza-
tions). Their involvement in the ethnic congregation
connects them not only to families and their ethnic
community here, but also to many peers in their home
countries. The situation of those who have not estab-
lished a positive relationship with Italian society, who
have not managed to integrate, is different. They have
remained anchored only to their family and communi-
ty, declaring that they assiduously attend their ethnic
church and its functions. In these cases, however, at-
tachment to their community of origin seems to be dic-
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tated rather by necessity than by choice. Indeed the
community, and consequently the ethnic church, are
elements of support for those young people with a lim-
ited knowledge of Italian, and have not developed a
mixed network of friends, but have made of contact
with compatriots and activities organized within their
ethnic circle the main contexts of their identity. As for
the first generation, the church becomes a safe port in
the storm of Italian society. They are prime candidates
for a “downward assimilation” path. Foreign youth are
a large and fast-growing group, and it is important to
understand if and how religion can help them in the
acculturation process as well as in the transition to
adulthood as children of immigrants. The risk of mar-
ginalization, drug involvement, the decline in moral
values, dropouts and inability to find a place in Italian
society is one of the challenges both to their families
and ethnic communities as well as to them. Differences
with the parents’ generation are to be expected. Nev-
ertheless, the great importance the ethnic parishes
continue to have for these young people shows that
they are still “in between”: on the one hand, for the
various reasons mentioned above, they continue to fol-
low their ethnic church and, on the other, they look for
an autonomous way of belonging and religious adher-
ence. In doing this they are both “children of their
age”, as young people who want to express themselves
beyond the adult generation, and “children of immi-
grants”. This marker, as happens for their Muslim
peers, intervenes frequently in their daily life. Their re-
ligious belonging to Catholic or Christian Orthodox
churches can help them only apparently: they feel that
they are stigmatized for their saints’ processions, for
the length of their masses. It is a mirror image of Ital-
ians remembering a not-so-distant past, and the expe-
rience of their co-nationals abroad, stigmatized be-
cause of religiousness and their habit of carrying
statues around in processions.
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