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The most common male name in Bologna is Andrea, 4.713 Andreas live along 
side 5.557 Marias. On the other hand, still in Bologna, there are also 336 
Mohameds, or else Muhammad or Mohammad, which wins the match as the 
most common male name for foreign residents in Bologna.
Unexpectedly, Maria is the most ordinary female name even for foreigners, 
with 440 foreign women so called.

But Mohammad is Muslim, isn't it? – Even if the biggest foreign community 
in Bologna is from Romania, with more than 5.000 residents, followed by the 
Filipino, more than 4.000, the most common name is obviously Muslim. Muslim 
community brings together foreigners from different nationalities: from 
Morocco (about 3.000), Bangladesh (almost 3.500), and from Algeria, Tunisia 
and Egypt. The sum is clearly bigger than every nationalities taken alone. 
Moreover, Mohammad is very common as first name, or at least as a second 
name, together with Hussein.
But how many Muslims are in Bologna? According to Radwan Altounji, 
chairman of the Islamic Culture Center of Bologna, the answer is 16.000, 
considering the city center together with the surrounding areas. The An-Nur 
mosque, along side the cultural center, is visited for the five daily prayers just 
by neighbors, not even 40 people. But Altounji assures that during holidays 
like Id Al-Fitr, the end of fasting month of Ramadan, the mosque can reach 
5.000 people.

Hard times for Islam... – These are dark times to be Muslim in Bologna, or 
even to be Muslim in Italy, or maybe just to be foreigners in Italy. Altounji 
himself tells us that in the last months he received highly insulting letters, 
posters and notices. He shows us some, but not all of them: «They are not 
suitable for women's eyes!». Someone sent him a card with a picture of 
Mussolini on it and a letter where, among other insults, Muslims were, let's 
say, “invited” to go back home. In another one there was a picture of a pig 
with “Mohamed” written on it. This one is evidently similar to the taunts 
performed by the Italian Minister Calderoli.

Prayer in the main square – Let's remind some episodes. On January, 3rd 
there has been a demonstration (then repeated the 24th among endless 



problems) for civil Palestinian killed in Gaza by Israeli forces, organized by the 
Islamic Culture Center. Once it ended, the over 3.000 Muslims prayed in the 
Main Square of Bologna, Piazza Maggiore, without the Police official 
authorization. Muslims, in fact, should pray five times per day and one of those 
moments fell during the demonstration. The public controversy which followed, 
brought to a series of swastikas and racist motto painted over the windows of 
a Muslim butchery and a café ran by an Egyptian, both of them in the Barca 
area.

After 9/11 – According to Radwan Altounji, who came to Italy from Syria in 
1966 to study, living in Bologna since 1974, there is far more discrimination 
today than 30 years ago: «In the Seventies we foreigners were just a small 
group, so people treat us with kindness and generosity. Everything changed 
since that damned 9/11. From that moment on, every Muslim has become a 
terrorist – Altounji talks about that with regret, and adds – Mosques are not 
hideouts for terrorists. Of course there are terrorists going to mosques but it's 
not true the opposite, that each Muslim who goes to mosque is a terrorist. My 
wife wears the hijab, once wherever we went, everyone used to respect us. 
After 9/11 our life is completely changed. Now everyone looks at her as if she 
was a thief».

Press' responsibility – Mahmud E. is a 44-year-old Egyptian, here in Italy 
since 1988 with his family. His wife has also a story to tell: «It happened a few 
years ago. I was on a bus, it was a very hot summer, so I was going to open a 
window when an old lady told me: “If you're hot, why don't you put that scarf 
[the hijab, ndr] off? Why did you come here?”». A couple of years ago, when 
Mahmud E. ran a pizzeria with home delivery, a costumer called and ordered 
two pizzas: «After just 10 minutes, he called me back and asked: “Are you 
foreigners or Italians?” “Foreigners”, I replied. “Then I want no pizza”, and 
hung up. Mahmud thinks the public opinion is completely biased by the political 
class, so he harshly criticizes the actual governance: «When Berlusconi is at 
the government everything is worse for us, because even on press and 
televisions everyone speaks ill of Muslims. With the left-party government, the 
situation is better. If the press says nothing bad about Muslims, then 
everything is quiet». A part from his personal position, Mahmud stresses an 
interesting point, that is the total absence of a mass-media connected with 
Italian Islamic world: «We don't have any channel to speak through!».

The long journey for documents – Nonaym B. doesn't moan, he arrived 
from Bangladesh in 1998 and has recently opened a food shop. He says 
everyone in the area is favorably disposed towards him: «Everyone is kind and 
they even greet me!». But then it comes to his mind an episode: «Once an 
Italian lady entered the shop, and said to me with bad manners: “There was 
no job in you country?” and then went out». When we asked him if he has 
some problems with the visa his quietness breaks up to tell us he has been 
waiting for documents since February 2007: «When I first came here, ten 
years ago, it took just a month to get the visa; and a part from that, now the 
police also treat us quite roughly».



Blame upon economy – Faruk H. sells kebabs, he also came from 
Bangladesh and lives in Italy since 1972. His wife wears the hijab and his three 
sons go to school. He tells me when his first son attended school in San 
Donato, he didn't have a proper relation with teachers. When Faruk went to 
talk with them, teachers told him his son kept having bad notes and he didn't 
get on well with the other students:  «They told me he didn't quite fit for that 
school, so I moved him to another one, in Piazza dell'Unità, and now 
everything is fine: teachers tell me he's very smart». He also thinks situation 
has worsened in last years, but Faruk blames economy for that: «These last 
few months were very bad, there are few customers, so there's not much 
work, moreover my rent fees have increased. But I don't blame Italians for 
that, I blame the economy». And then, he whispers: «It's logical, if there's 
money they treat you kindly, otherwise everything is more difficult».

Picture: children at the demonstration of January 24th 2009 for Gaza's victims.
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