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THE POLICY OF RELIGIOUS PLURALISM AND COHABITATION: THE CASE OF 
MUSLIMS IN MADRID 

Mariana Rosca, Universidad de Deusto 

 
During the last decades there is an increased attention of both academia and 

policy makers to the issue of Islam and Muslims in European secular states. 
Happenings such as 9/11 have placed the issue of Islam in the frontline of many 
policy agendas. Such a scenario has been forecasted by Huntington´s clash of 
civilization and the issue of religion seems to be back ones again into the public 
debate, contradicting the secular idea of religion becoming increasingly a private 
issue. In this way, the post-secular theory (Casanova, 2009; Habermas, 2008) 
critiques to the secularization of religion points out how religion has once again 
become important to the public and political debate. In this debate, a central 
attention it is attributed to Muslims and Islam. Undoubtedly, the increasing 
presence of Muslims practicing Islam in European secular states has had a 
considerable impact on governance (Pauly, 2016) and integration policies. It is 
particularly, the demographic factor, that according to Kaufmann et al., 
contributes to the religious growth or religious pluralism in Europe and which is 
competing with a religious decline of traditional European religiosity  (Kaufmann, 
Goujon, & Skirbekk, 2012). An evidence of this is the recent arrival of millions of 
asylum seekers, many of whom are Muslims, and that has led to political and social 
upheavals. The Pew Research data shows a constant Muslim population growth 
during mid-2010 to mid-2016 and estimates that the share of Muslim population 
in Europe is more likely to increase in the coming future. More exactly, by 2050, 
the share of the European continent Muslim population could double, rising to 
11.2% or more, depending on how much migration is allowed into Europe 
(Hackett, 2017). The recent Muslim migration flows supply the number of Muslim 
population already present in European continent.  

 
The growing presence of Islam and its impact on the governance in Western 

Europe in general and Spain in particular requires to reconsider the implemented 
polices, assessing their impact and implementability, in order to fill in the gap of 
empirical evidence on policy response to the needs of Muslim minorities. It is 
specifically this aspect that has been of little consideration by Spanish scholars. In 
this way, the current research endeavors to fill in the gap of research in the area 
of social integration policy evaluation by Muslim minorities.  

 
The policy proposed to be evaluated refers to the policy of Foundation of 

Pluralism and Coexistence (FPC - Fundación Pluralismo y Convivencia), established 
on October 15, 2004, by the Ministry of Justice´s proposal and by an agreement 
with the Council of Ministers. Accordingly, the FPC is a public organization and its´ 
purpose is to contribute to the implementation of cultural, educational and social 
integration programs and projects, of non-Catholic confessions and which have a 
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cooperation agreement with the Spanish State or which have been recognized of 
"notorio arraigo” – with notorious roots or historically present in the Spanish 
territory (Fundación Pluralismo y Convivencia, 2009)9.  
 

The two main aims of FPC policy instrument are to promote the religious 
freedom through the cooperation with the religious organizations, recognized by 
the Spanish State and be a space of debate, research and policy proposal on 
religious and conscience freedom, with the goal to normalize the religious realm 
and create an adequate framework of coexistence. Moreover, the FPC policy tends 
to ensure a real and effective opportunity for all citizens to exercise their religious 
freedom, individually and collectively, as well as, to sustain the activities of social 
interest (educational, cultural, social and welfare and even the activities of tourist 
interest) promoted by the different confessions present in Spain. In this way, the 
public funding guarantees the citizens´ effective exercise of religious freedom, 
ensures the visibility of religious pluralism of Spanish society and supports the 
social initiatives of collective interest promoted by religious denominations 
(Ministerio de Justicia, 2017, p. 73).  

 
In order to achieve these objectives, the FPC develops its activity in three 

areas or with three main target groups:  
 

• with the religious minorities - supporting their representative bodies 
and their activities, as well as their communities and local organizations;  

• with the society in general – informing the public opinion and facilitating 
spaces for social cohesion and coexistence, and  

• with the public administrations – developing policies in the area of 
religious diversity, promoting the religious minorities´ rights and 
facilitating the management of religious diversity and pluralism in the 
territory (Fundación Pluralismo y Convivencia, n.d.).  

• From all these areas it is the first one that is of particular interest and 
this instrument is evaluated in the current research. Under this 
particular area, related directly to the religious minorities, the FPC policy 
is oriented towards two main actors and actions:  

• Action 1, targeting the religious federations, consists of an annual aid to 
the minority confessions´ federations that have a cooperation 
agreement with the Spanish State for their institutional development 
activities as well as activities for the assistance and coordination; and  

• Action 2, targeting local religious organizations, consists of annual aid 
offered to local religious communities for the development of cultural, 
educational and social integration activities.   

 
9 The Muslim minority in Spain has been officially recognized by the state in 1992 and by the 
signature of a cooperation agreement. Ley 26/1992, de 10 de noviembre, por la que se 
aprueba el Acuerdo de Cooperación del Estado con la Comisión Islámica de España.  
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Thus, as the Action 2 is directed to the local religious minorities’ organization 

it is particularly this policy instrument being evaluated by the Muslim religious 
organizations in Madrid. In order to have a representative sample of the target 
group there has been developed several selection criteria of the religious 
organizations from Madrid (Table 1) as follows: A first criterion for selection is 
the belonging to the Muslim networks both officially/formalized and 
unofficially/not formalized. There are two founding/main Muslim federations in 
Spain: Unión de Comunidades Islámicas de España - UCIDE and Federación 
Española de Entidades Religiosas Islámicas - FEERI as well as other 
formal/informal networks of Muslim organizations. UCIDE and FEERI are the two 
main Muslim networks since the official recognition of Islam in Spain and are the 
founding members of the Spanish Commission on Islam (CIE)10. There are two 
main reasons why the affiliation it is important. First of all, in order to qualify for 
public aid of FPC policy, it is necessary to belong to one of the official networks 
or to have a recommendation from one federation. Secondly, the affiliation 
might have a direct impact on the religious entity establishment, development, 
and religious denomination and the level of social integration/disintegration.  

 
The second criteria of selection are related to the activities that Muslim 

minority organizations provide to their religious minority community. Such 
activities are divided into three main categories: A1: Religious (Islam) and Arab 
teaching, A2: sum up the A1 activity plus activities of social integration financed 
by the FPC, A3: sum up A2 type of activities plus additional or extra activities of 
social integration delivered by other means (voluntary or different actor/policy 
contribution: EU, private, etc.).  

 
10 Ley 26/1992, de 10 de noviembre, por la que se aprueba el Acuerdo de Cooperación del 
Estado con la Comisión Islámica de España.  
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  Table 1. Muslim organizations interviewed  

 

  
Madrid  

 
UCIDE FEERI 

Other/ 
None 

A1 Religious & Teaching Arab MM1 MM4 MM7 

A2 A1 + Projects financed by 
FPC 

MM2 MM5 MM8 

A3 A2  + other Projects MM3 MM6 MM9 
   Source: Elaboration of the author.  

 
For the evaluation of the Action 2 of the FPC policy instrument there are 

considered two main dimensions. First one refers to the assessment of the 
impact or the effectiveness of policy instrument to promote social integration of 
religious minorities, in terms of social, cultural, and educational impacts. In this 
case, the effectiveness represents the degree to which the policy intervention 
influences the policy objective in a desirable manner (European Commission, 
2014) and the impact assessment aims to identity to what extent it “promotes 
community development and empowerment, builds capacity, and develops 
social capital, in terms of social networks and trust” (Vanclay, 2003, p. 6). 

 
The second dimension of policy evaluation deals with the policy 

implementability that is assessed in terms of social acceptability and flexibility of 
the policy instrument. The methodological framework outlined covers both of 
the above dimensions and is presented in the Table 2.  

 
   Table 2. Main criteria for the evaluation of policy instrument 

 
Evaluation dimensions 

 

 
Evaluation criterion 

 
Impact (Effectiveness) 

Social Impact 

Educational Impact 

Cultural Impact 

 
Implementability 

Social acceptability 

Flexibility 

Source: Adapted from Elaht et al. (Elah, Moshe, Epstein, & Feitelson, 2013, p. 16). 
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Research findings: 
 
The research findings on FPC policy evaluation by the Muslim minority in 

Madrid are presented accordingly to the two evaluation dimensions: impact and 
implementability.  

 
Impact: 
 
Although there is a general recognized impact of the FPC policy it is 

considered limited due to the financing constrains that diminished during the 
crises. Such a short cut in the budget of the FPC had a direct effect on the 
activities of the Muslim minorities’ organizations, which recognize that the policy 
impact could be major if more financing could be offered to the Muslim minority 
organizations and that could allow more activities to be implemented. 
Additionally, the budget cut was accompanied by a growing number of Muslim 
religious organizations that had to compete to obtain the financing. On top of 
this, due to the gradual decrease in funding and little amount offered for the 
projects many Muslim organizations had to cancel some activities and limit 
themselves to some basic and the most necessary services and activities.  

 
Also, it is generally claimed by the Muslim minority the need to include into 

the policy the religious issues that the minority needs to deal with. Such a claim 
refers to the Imams and worship place maintenance costs that prove a 
misbalance between the policy goals and Muslim needs:   

 

• We need the Imam Employment costs to be covered but these costs 

are not eligible for the FPC, the renting as well. At least some 

percentage will be good to be covered [MM5]. 

Social Impact: 
 

Within the current research, the effectiveness of FPC policy instrument in 
general and its social impact are examined. A helpful staring point to define 
social impact assessment is the definition provided by Becker who defines the 
social impact assessment as “the process of identifying the future consequences 
of a current or proposed action which are related to individuals, organizations 
and social macro-systems” (Becker, 2001, p. 311). Similarly, Vanclay defines 
social impact assessment in a set of international principles, as “the processes of 
analyzing, monitoring and managing the intended and unintended social 
consequences, both positive and negative, of planned interventions (policies, 
programs, plans, projects) and any social change processes invoked by those 
interventions” (Vanclay, 2003, p. 6). Although, the “impact assessment does not 
yet have been fully elaborated there is a generally accepted typology” (Becker, 
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2001, p. 316) and there are some useful tips to be considered in the current 
research. In this way, focusing on the social impact on beneficiaries, Becker 
identifies three types of social impact assessment: micro, meso and macro. 
“Type 1, micro-social impact assessment, focuses on individuals and their 
behavior. Type 2, meso-social impact assessment, focuses on organizations and 
social networks (including communities), while Type 3, macro-social impact 
assessment, focuses on national and international social systems” (Becker, 2001, 
p. 316).  It is particularly the second type that is of a high interest for the current 
research as it is the voice of the Muslim minority organizations heard on regard 
to the evaluation of the FPC policy instrument. Although the research focuses on 
the second type the actions of the Muslim minorities´ organizations it interviews 
the single Muslim individuals, such as leader, president, Imam, etc. that are 
familiar with the Muslim minority activity and the policy instrument under 
evaluation. Moreover, some social impact assessment reports (United Nations, 
2006) emphasize the importance of social organization, social context and the 
needs and values of the studied minority community.  

 
The FPC policy impact on Muslim organizations in Madrid during the field 

work emphasizes some positive contribution of this policy. The positive social 
impact of the policy is seen towards the visibility of the religious minorities in 
general and of Muslim minority in particular as well as the policy contribution 
towards raising the awareness among the local authorities on the Muslim 
religious needs:  

 

• FPC has done a great job to visualize the religious minorities, 
especially Muslim minorities, through the research and studies, 
which is an excellent job and another important work is the financial 
aid to the Muslim community [MM1]. 

• The FPC policy helped us a lot from the beginning. During last years 
the help is little but of course is a help. Everything you see here is 
bought from the FPC policy support [MM8]. 

• The direct contact of FPC with the Ministry of Justice helps to facilitate 
and to solve the problem with municipalities, to know the laws and 
rights of Muslims… [MM9]. 

 

Cultural Impact: 
 
Another dimension of the impact assessment considered is cultural impact. 

Although some authors consider the analysis of the cultural impact as a part of 
the social impact (Vanclay, 2003) other types of research advocate for the 
assessment of cultural impact separately (Inglehart, 1997, p. 216) and with an 
increasing interest in public policies in the topic (Hawkes, 2001; Partal, 2013). 
According to Partal and Dunphy, cultural impact “ has increasingly been accepted 
as a dimension to be planned and managed within public policy, alongside social, 
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economic and ecological considerations” (Partal & Dunphy, 2016, p. 19). 
Although the impact assessment techniques, in general, are more and more 
sophisticated, the same authors consider that within the cultural domain there 
are not yet well established. In this regard, the International Network for Cultural 
Diversity’s Working Group on Cultural Impact Assessment (CIA), offered a 
substantive definition of the cultural impact “as a process of evaluating the likely 
impacts of a proposed development on the way of life of a particular group or 
community of people, with full involvement of this group or community of 
people and possibly undertaken by this group or community of people” (Sagnia, 
2004, p. 9).  Nevertheless, after a systematic literature review of the 
international practices, Partal and Dunphy point out that the conceptualization 
of cultural impact assessment has a divergent understanding, from “the ‘cultural’ 
referring to funded arts and heritage sector where it was understood as both 
impact on culture, but also impact of cultural activities” of the cultural groups 
(Partal & Dunphy, 2016, p. 1). It is particularly this last conceptual reference that 
the current research focuses in order to identify the cultural impact of the FPC 
policy instrument on Muslim religious organizations in Madrid.   

 
The data of the field work reveal that the cultural impact assessment 

variables point to measurable and qualitative changes in the cultural life, 
institutions, resources, and infrastructure of Muslim communities in Madrid. 
Thus, during the 14th years of policy implementation the Muslim minorities of 
Madrid managed to solve the problem of worship places as well as 
institutionalize Muslim religious organizations. The institutionalization took 
place through the opportunity to register as religious organization at the national 
level as well as benefit from the financial aid. The cultural life of the Muslim 
organizations in Madrid it is expressed by the cultural activities that the Muslim 
minority implemented with the support from the FPC:  

 

• FPC aid is used for social and cultural activities: such as open doors day, 
travel to the M30 Mosque, each year we do it, also some other activities 
here [MM4].  

• Cultural activities: some for children during Ramadan some eftar (food 
after fast), food to share with adults, some plays for children [MM6]. 

 
Nevertheless, there are emphasized some limits or restrictions that the 

Muslim religious organizations point out. This refers to the particularities of 
some cultural celebrations that Muslims in Madrid so far could not be solving, 
such as “la fiesta del cordero” and the issue of Muslim cemeteries.   

 
Educational Impact: 
 
Another category of analyses is the educational impact. Most of the research 

and empirical evaluation of education impact has been done in developing 
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countries with the main aim to assess the success or failure of the donor 
investments (Wagner et al., 2005). Nevertheless, the concept of the educational 
impact in the literature varies from the education infrastructure (Newman et al., 
2002) and Curriculum and Pedagogy (Wagner et al., 2005, p. 21).  Additionally, 
Wagner et al. (Wagner et al., 2005, p. 44) identify three main categories of the 
educational outcome indicators: cognitive (knowledge), affective (motivation) 
and attitudinal (attitudes). The biggest educational impact is among the second 
generation of Muslim children. In order to cope with the assimilation the 
majority of Muslim religious organizations organize Arab classes combined with 
Islam:  

 

• Arab and some history of Islam, Culture of Islam [MM6] 
 
Nevertheless, such activities are considered to have little educational impact 

due to the fact that they take place during the weekend and children are tired 
[MM2]. Thus, there it is emphasized the need of Islamic religious education in 
schools.  

 
Implementability:  
 
A general concern among the Madrid Muslim in regard to implementability 

is the fact that the policy although it is targeting religious organizations it actually 
does not include the religious activities. This fact is considered to limit the policy 
social acceptability and flexibility.   

 
Social acceptability: 
 
The evaluation of social acceptability naturally correlates with other 

evaluation criteria, such as the correlation between acceptability and impacts. 
The issue of social acceptability constitutes an important evaluation criterion 
because it reveals insights on how the policy is perceived among the Muslim 
beneficiaries: 

 

• I am totally in favor of this policy because it unites us with the state, 

the people working there are good and that give us good ideas to 

live in Europe and this is in our favor, for our good…[MM8]. 

Social acceptability has been defined by Thomassin et al. as a measure of 
support towards a set of regulations, management tools or towards an 
organization by an individual or a group of individuals based on geographic, 
social, economic or cultural criteria (Thomassin, White, Stead, & David, 2010). 
Thus, social acceptability is an important element of any policy or program, 
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especially the FPC targeting the Muslim religious organizations. The data reveal 
that generally Muslim religious organizations generally support the FPC policy: 

 

• Without the FPC help would have been very difficult for us [MM8]… 

• The FPC work has helped us to improve as a community, as an 
organization, and financially and is healthy for the community. Is an 
important help for us. The community had to learn this thing. And 
this is good [MM8].  

 
The policy is considered fair and contributed to a great extend towards 

Muslim community establishment. Nevertheless, there are also claims to do 
more:  

 

• The FPC policy works well, but there is a lack of work in the area of 
youth. [MM7].  
 

Flexibility: 
 
Policy evaluation takes place in increasingly complex and uncertain 

environments (Mickwitz, 2003). As such, evaluation needs to ascertain whether 
policy instruments are flexible enough to address these dynamic conditions and 
the often-conflicting interests of a multitude of policy actors. In this context, the 
last few decades have seen a growing advocacy of more flexible policy 
instruments. Nevertheless, the FPC policy instrument is considered not as 
flexible and quite rigid:    

 

• FPC is a public body and subject to the Ministry of Justice thus it is 
quite rigid and inflexible. Is very limited in the actions and activities 
that they can do [MM1]. 

• FPC knows about our needs but they have their policy. They are part 
of the state and need time to change. The activity of FPC work is 
quite rigid in accommodating our needs. They are flexible as people 
to talk to but in actions not [MM7]. 

• FPC is dependent from the Ministry of Justice; they depend on what 
the Government is telling them to do [MM9]. 

 
Thus, the policy instrument offers limited possibility to be revised and adapted 

to changing and uncertain conditions. A change of the policy budget it is among 
the most requested. The Muslim minority it is aware that for a proper integration 
of Muslims there should be a proper recognition of Muslim rights and a fare 
redistribution that could offer to the Muslim minority the opportunity to feel part 
of the whole society and not outsiders. The few knowledge of local population 
about Islam and Muslims is many times seen as a barrier towards the Muslim 
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integration and marginalization and if offered the opportunity Muslim religious 
organizations are willing to do more to fill in this gap. But there is necessary to 
update the policy and make the policy instrument more flexible that could 
accommodate case by case the needs of Muslim minority. The lack of flexibility 
affects directly the policy effectiveness, which it is considered from one side to be 
valuable but from the other side it is advocated that there is a need to do more, 
that could lead to a higher social, cultural and educational impact of the policy. 
Thus, there is an increased need to revise the policy, planning a more flexible 
instrument and include the current claims and needs of the Muslim Minority.  
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