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ROOM FOR OTHERNESS
BODY, SPACE, AND MATERIALITY IN THE INVESTIGATION  

OF RESPECT WITHIN MULTI–RELIGIOUS CITIES AND SPACES

V F

A: ,e article focuses on the notion of mutual respect and proposes an agen-
tial, embodied and spatialized reading of this notion. Looking primarily at the 
case of coexistence between different religious and non–religious identities in the 
urban context, the article highlights how more or less respectful relationships stem 
from the complex interplay between individuals’ performances and the character-
istics of the spaces they cross in everyday life. With the aim of guiding empirical 
research, the article identifies explorative hypotheses for a possible investigation of 
respect in multi–religious cities and spaces.

 
 L’articolo si concentra sulla nozione di rispetto reciproco e propone una lettura 

strettamente legata all’agentività, alla corporeità e alla spazialità di questa nozione. 
Guardando prima di tutto al caso della coesistenza tra diverse identità religiose e 
non–religiose nel contesto urbano, l’articolo evidenzia come le relazioni più o meno 
rispettose originino dall’interazione complessa tra le performance degli individui 
e le caratteristiche degli spazi che essi attraversano nella vita di tutti i giorni. Con 
l’obiettivo di guidare la ricerca empirica, l’articolo identifica ipotesi esplorative per 
una possibile indagine sul rispetto nelle città e negli spazi multi–religiosi.

K: Diversity, Respect, Space, Materiality, Religious places

P : Diversità, Rispetto, Spazio, Materialità, Spazi religiosi

1. Introduction 

Cultural, religious and ideological confrontations that erupt into the 
public discourse and social scene seem increasingly incapable of being 
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grounded in a serious consideration of otherness. ,ey often result, in-
stead, in the strengthening of polarizations and reciprocal offence. In 
part, this degeneration, which turns criticism into humiliation (Mazzone 
), can be attributed to the tendency to “personalize” social tensions. 
,is occurs when the most subjective, if not moral, aspects of the in-
terlocutor are called into question with derogatory tones and a certain 
sense of superiority, diverting attention from what his/her alterity truly 
brings to the table: arguments and convictions, but also choices, practices 
and life styles. In the face of strong beliefs and the most radical diversi-
ties(), it seems even more evident how personalization and moralization 
of confrontation recur and represent an obstacle to coexistence. If this 
involves the level of public discourse, social research has largely shown 
that such “diversity fatigue” also affects relationships between groups in 
social space and everyday life. 

Evidences on non–recognition and humiliation at the expense of sub-
ordinate groups, while questioning any decency of societies (Margalit 
), bring to the fore the limits of an abstract notion of coexist-
ence and the search for its realistic conditions. In this vein, there is the 
need to rethink the hermeneutic and empirical validity of the concept 
of respect, as a limitedly demanding form of engagement with diversi-
ty. Indeed, the specific agential and emplaced implications of respect 
seems to position it as a privileged mode for coexistence since it may 
not inherently involve shared subjective and normative orientations. It 
is probably not by chance that related concepts as kindness, which simi-
larly exhibit a more formal than substantive character, are object of a re-
newed sociological interest (Brownlie and Anderson ; Zaki ).

With a particular attention to the multi-religious city, where diverse 
traces of the sacred shed light on the public performance of different iden-
tities (Knott et al. ), this article intends to contribute to the theoreti-
cal and empirical research on the enactment of respect in everyday relation-
ships between individuals and groups that are unfamiliar to each other. It 
proposes to direct this effort towards the identification of the differentiated 
ways in which respect is embodied and spatially embedded. 

() For a recent examination of the aspects inherent in religious and non–religious strong 
beliefs — namely beliefs that people would vehemently defend against any objections and 
counterarguments — see the materials produced by the EUREGIO Science Fund research 
project Resilient Beliefs: https://resilientbeliefs.fbk.eu/home. 
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,e article begins with a theoretical exploration of the notion of 
mutual respect. In the first Paragraph, the agential and embodied char-
acter of respect is emphasised by recalling the intersection between rec-
ognition theories and Goffman’s fundamental analysis of respectful in-
teractions performed in public. ,e second paragraph further refines 
the frame, drawing on spatial studies and sociomateriality. ,rough 
these lenses, understanding respect in social life requires grasping how 
it results from the complex entanglement of individuals, artefacts 
and spatial elements, with their sensuous and symbolic components. 
Introducing the material and spatial dimension into the sociological 
analysis of respect also allows for reflection on how this performance 
can be favoured by intentionally design places and settings.

,e third paragraph gradually approaches the empirical ground. It 
turns the theoretical view into research questions and working hypothe-
ses addressing the case of the enactment of respect in spaces where differ-
ent religious and non-religious forms of life coexist. Overall, the exercise 
invites delving into those multicultural districts where diverse religious 
communities, places and practices (events, festivals, etc.) are located and 
that gradually reshape the urban collective space. ,e analysis also exam-
ines the case of shared religious spaces — used by different faith com-
munities, either over time or synchronically — and that of multi-faith or 
meditation or silence rooms, which are increasingly arranged in secular 
spaces to meet different religious and spiritual needs. 

 

2.  Not just a matter of mindset: agency and embodiment in mutual 
respect

Calls for mutual respect() are increasingly present in public life. While 
a broad spectrum of meanings is associated with the folk concept of 
respect (Reich et al. ), the notion finds in the philosophical and 
sociological realms a more defined conceptualization. Upon careful ex-
amination to identify its key components, this concept would seem to 

() ,e argumentation takes into consideration the case of respect towards individuals 
on a horizontal basis and does not include that of deference, which is implied in hierarchical 
relationships. 
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be as particularly capable of defining the kind of mutual recognition re-
lationships that can be realistically demanded in highly plural contexts. 

Drawing on the classical distinction offered by Darwall (), if 
an evaluative form of respect can be addressed to those who are held in 
esteem because of certain qualities they possess (appraisal respect), so-
cial relations widely adopt other forms of mutual acknowledgement; 
these are compatible with a lack of positive reciprocal consideration or 
even with the presence of negative moral judgements. ,e basis of these 
non–evaluative forms of respect can be found in the consideration of 
the addressee as holding a legitimate role in society (recognition respect) 
or in the attribution to him/her of an intrinsic moral value, as for the 
idea of dignity of the person; the latter case has been labelled as moral 
recognition respect (Dillon ). Overall, the interpretation of respect 
as recognition, increasingly explored also in its implications for political 
order (Galeotti ), allows us grasping its “impersonal” logic and be-
havioral component: respect is a response towards the receiver, which is 
independent of the interests and feelings of the respecter (Dillon ). 

Moreover, considering respect a result of negotiation rather than an 
a-priori allows one to disociate it from the idea of personhood (Testa 
); thus, it is possible not fall into the trap recalled by Walton 
() as “ad hominem attacks” (since you are not a person deserving 
of respect, your argument is not either). To better capture how respect-
ful relationships take shape in specific practices, a valuable contribution 
is offered precisely by recognition theories. 

While in Honneth () respect is a level of recognition primarily 
provided by laws and other legal norms towards citizens’ fundamental 
rights, Honnethian scholars have approximated it to the level of social 
agency. According to them, recognition is an interpersonal and dialog-
ical attitude that necessarily involves some form of action (Ikäheimo 
and Laitinen ). In this, recognition as respect differs from toler-
ance, which can be directed towards normative entities and expressed 
in an abstract way(). A further key aspect emerging from the reading 
of respect within recognition theories regards the dual directions of 

() However, as Galeotti () explains, also the idea of tolerance is gradually shifting 
towards an agential mode, from the negative sense of non–interference to the positive sense of 
acceptance. 
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such proactivity: respect not only requires an agency to the person who 
enacts it; it is also based on the attribution of agency to the receiv-
er (Schirmer et al. ). In this, respect differs from forms of recog-
nition addressing non-agential properties of the recipient, e.g. his/her 
needs or feelings.

,e agential reading of respect developed within recognition the-
ories smoothly integrates into the conceptual framework of a specif-
ic sociological tradition. Reference is made to Goffman’s (; ) 
disclosing of the unspoken rules of social conduct. Here respectful be-
haviours are included in individuals’ expressive equipment used in pub-
lic settings where people come together but not necessarily engage in 
direct communication or even know each other (unfocused interaction). 
In this regard, among the many concepts Goffman uses to identify the 
articulated set of expressive forms in public life, it is worth recalling that 
of civil inattention, indicating the way individuals demonstrate aware-
ness of each other without intrusiveness. Such amount of indifference 
to others, while declaring the unwillingness to enter into a sustained in-
teraction with them, allows the individual to support the “face” of in-
teractions from damage and profanation (Jacobsen ). In ensuring 
the absence of hostile intentions, respectful inattention and other rep-
aratory rituals assure a certain grade of mutual recognition — in a del-
icate balance between deference and demeanor (Goffman ) — and 
contribute to maintaining social order among urban passers–bye. 

As for Goffman’s perspective, other sociological approaches to re-
spect stress the staging aspect (Sennet ) and echo the Durkheimian 
intuition of the constructive power of ritual for social order. Socially 
valid scripts, as courtesy and politeness, allow interactions to proceed 
peacefully even — as it may frequently occur in normatively plural con-
texts — in the absence of an intimate subjective and moral commonal-
ity or sincerity (Seligman and Weller )(). 

With reference to the idea of embodiment(), it should be emphasised 

() According to Seligman and Weller, in the subjunctive universe created by ritual, social 
illusion differs radically from lie, since the first has no intention to deceive the other: “In this, 
ritual is much more like play, which is the joint entrance into an illusionary world” (ivi, ). 
In this regard, see also: Rosati .

() In the face of the increased attention towards embodiment in social sciences (Le Breton 
), it can be underlined how sociological tradition’s central concepts have largely evoked 
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that respectful relationships necessarily involve a certain correspon-
dence between mental states and physical movements. Recalling again 
Goffman’s () meticulous depiction of social life, which emerges as 
“above all an embodied activity” (Collins , p. ), people’s man-
ners, so essential for the smooth functioning of public life, are neces-
sarily expressed by postures, gestures, non–verbal expressions, corporal 
signs, gaze behaviours and other bodily responses.

Empirical studies investigating the functioning of mutual respect 
in different social contexts have largely returned its agential, ritualised 
and bodily texture. ,is is evident in Stepan’s () political analy-
sis of interreligious and state–religion relations in various geographi-
cal areas and in some sociological studies on education. ,e latter have 
particularly confirmed that respect is strictly relational, negotiated and 
connected more to bodily expressions than to linguistic intercourses 
(Anker and Afdal ). ,us, the presence or lack of respect in edu-
cational relationships seems to be primarily associated to a wide range 
of signs, “including forms of comportment, prosody, eye gaze, posture, 
dress, body hexis” (ivi p. ). 

In concluding, shared codes, subjective interpretations and body 
movements intertwine in mutual respect and result in acts which are 
difficult to interpret univocally (Sennet ). Rather than denying the 
role of inner dispositions in mutual respect, these considerations em-
phasise the importance of the performative components, which form 
the basis of coexistence when differences are more radical and the sub-
jective and normative components of individuals and groups in relation 
have to take a step back. 

3.  Not just a matter of humans: space and materiality in mutual respect

If the expression of respect implies agentivity and embodiment, no in-
vestigation into its enactment can disregard the consideration of space 
and materiality, which mediate the relationship between individuals 
and their actions. 

the individual and societal significance of the body in the interpretation of the multifaceted hu-
man experience (Shilling ). 
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In his analysis of face–to–face interactions in public settings, Goffman 
anticipated crucial themes in the contemporary literature on space and 
atmospheric properties (de la Fuente and Walsh ). Contemporary 
spatial studies() can help us integrating his analysis as they explicitly fo-
cus on the complex entanglement of individuals’ performances with ma-
terial and spatial elements. On these accounts — I’m simplifying the vast 
and diverse production of contributions since the late seventies — space 
is a social product, not only conceived (e.g. by architects and designers) 
but also symbolically signified and practically perceived — namely (re)
produced — by its inhabitants and users on a daily basis (Lefebvre ). 
In turn, space can be conceived as, being itself socially implicative, name-
ly not only expressing but also impressing on social life and enabling cer-
tain classes of action and order (Löw ; Bartmanski and Füller ). 

In this light, the investigation on respect in public life can gain im-
portant insights from focusing on the city and the multiple places that 
the individuals inhabit, more or less routinely. While being different-
ly “lived” by them, urban spaces are differently able to construct, or at 
least affect, their social interactions. 

A similar path has been undertaken by Sennett (; ) in his 
extended study of cultures and effects of urban living. In the search for 
the micro–foundations of democracy and social order, Sennett points 
at the Goffmanian dynamic by which, in the public realm, people cross 
each other physically without necessarily entering into verbal inter-
courses and develop, visually and bodily, a sense of familiarity with 
their reciprocal differences. An idea of proximity which doesn’t wink 
to any nostalgia of communitarism and rather appeals to the concept of 
neighbourhood as formulated by Lévinas (). ,e role of non–dis-
cursive encounters is also key and those sensory aspects recently under-
scored by the concepts of audio–scapes, smell–scapes, touch–scapes and so 
forth could easily be included in the picture of the lived and atmospher-
ic spatial experience (Degen )().

Continuing to follow Sennett’s examination of the urban (; 
Sendra and Sennet ), some peculiar conditions emerge as particularly 

() For a collection of recent advances in the field: Bartmanski et al. . 
() Recent studies have also framed the particular role of faces ad facial representations in 

urban life, adding the notion of facescapes to the ones mentioned above (Leone ). 
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able to solicit respectful forms of togetherness. Sennett highlights porosity 
and multi–functionality, in particular; that is, aspects which cause build-
ings, streets, and public spaces to lose a fixed form. Consequently, poros-
ity and multi–funcionality train those who inhabit or traverse them to 
experience constant disruption, questioning, and abandonment of abso-
lutes in their self–images. In this, Sennett () draws on Erikson’ ped-
agogy to remark on how disorder is able to stimulate a reorganization of 
individuals’ identity for the sake of «Less Self, More Other». 

Specific examples of open forms enabling experiences of neighbour-
hood are the separation of the different places through porous and easily 
walkable borders(); the presence of multifunctional spatial formations al-
lowing for different activities (e.g. consumption of goods, cultural enjoy-
ment, conviviality, work, etc.) to be carried out by different social groups 
simultaneously; and unfinished and incomplete forms, triggering bot-
tom–up developments and participation (Sendra and Sennet ). 

Sociomateriality further helps refine the view by including non–hu-
man figures in the picture. According to these traditions of studies, ob-
jects and artefacts, dispositives and assemblages, despite lacking inher-
ent agency, facilitate the implementation of social actions (Orlikowski 
) and alter them through their physical presence (obstinacy), just 
like movements are dictated by spatial configuration (Slife ). 
,erefore, recalling Latour (, p. ), “It’s to objects that we must 
now turn if we want to understand what, day after day, keeps life in 
the big city together: objects despised under the label ‘urban setting’, 
yet whose exquisite urbanity holds the key to our life in common”. 
Non–human intermediaries — relays, affordances, props, documents, 
instruments, signs, etc. — leave traces that must be meticulously linked, 
tracked and followed, from place to place, in order to disclose what the 
social life consists of. 

In this sense, expressions of respect can be related not only to spa-
tial and but also to material assets. Evoking again the provoking role 
of open forms, we may imagine that mutual respect is more likely to 
occur where not only places but also artefacts and atmospheres imply 

() Sennet echoes the distinction, used in natural ecology, between boundary and border to 
be considered as two kinds of edges: while the fist is an edge where things end, the second is an 
edge where different groups interact. At the border, organisms become more inter–active due 
to the meeting of different species or physical conditions. 
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experiencing a certain discomfort, uncertainty and liminality. An ex-
ample is constituted by multifunctional and incomplete spaces where 
people’s uses are dynamic, assemblages are in constant flux and there-
fore social relations can take various forms (Sendra and Sennet ). 

,is hypothesis seems to be consistent with the acknowledgement 
that individuals’ spontaneous interpretations of social scripts, previous-
ly remarked as constitutive of respect (See Par. ), always rests on a cer-
tain grade of re!exivity. As studies on ritual clarify, this element, far from 
being in contrast with it, is fully internal to the logic of rituality (Rosati 
). However, the individuals’ ordinary and continuous interpreta-
tions of performative actions and mutual adaptations between ease and 
alarm — to recur once more to Goffman’s () vocabulary — could 
be limited in those cases, increasingly occurring in contemporary glo-
balized cities, in which spaces are excessively overdetermined (Sennett 
) and in “comfort-oriented societies” where public life and its at-
mospheres are increasingly, often technologically, controlled (Pavoni and 
Brighenti ). Here the very design of situations — which Goffman 
described as unfolding in contingent and ephemeral ways — has increas-
ingly become an explictt target of urban policies and the interpersonal 
space of accounts, apologies and requests gets reduced (ibidem).

 

4.  Exercising the theoretical lens: the investigation of mutual re-
spect in multi–religious cities and places 

,e theoretical interpretation proposed above needs to be tested and 
redefined through empirical research on respectful practices in spe-
cific contexts. ,e following considerations approach the empirical 
level, addressing some research questions regarding the case of spaces 
in which different religious and secular forms of life coexist. ,e case 
provides an opportunity to analyse respectful relationships involving 
a thick form of otherness and the absence of consensus and reciprocal 
approval. Besides, disrespect and offence towards members of minority 
religious communities largely affect the public sphere (Fabretti ). 

Drawing on the extensive set of studies which has applied the spa-
tial lens to religious studies since the early nineties (Chidester and 
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Linenthal ; Knott ; Obadia ), two broad fields stand out 
as relevant to an investigation of mutual respect. In the following, they 
will be briefly recalled as indicat e fields for enquiring respect.

.. Porosity of religious–non–religious boundaries within the city

A first area of investigation requires navigating within the narrow 
fabric of urban environment, particularly in multicultural districts, 
where different religious groups “take place” (Becci et al. ). If 
the general reciprocal moulding of the religious and the urban has 
been largely studied (Rüpke and Rau ), the application of the 
theoretical perspective proposed in this contribution can lead to par-
ticularly depicting those modes of interaction that can foster mutual 
respect between people of diverse religions and between religious and 
non-religious persons. 

Firstly, is the increasing presence of different religious places open-
ing up cities and favouring conditions for respectful coexistence be-
tween different individuals, groups and sensibilities? In recent years, 
many forms of disrespect, sometimes extreme and often accompanied 
by a clear political significance, have been directed against minority re-
ligions’ places of worship in European cities. One can think of the ep-
isodes of hatred, desecration and offense directed to mosques (Tateo 
). Are there spatial and material features, both internal and exter-
nal to religious places, that play a role in hindering this conflictual out-
come and instead inducing respect? 

In accordance with the interpretative frame developed (see Par.  
and Par. ), it appears reasonable to assume that the more porous the 
borders of religious spaces are in relation to the surrounding public ar-
eas, the higher the likelihood of religious and non–religious individuals 
becoming acquainted with their respective diversities. Porosity can be 
encouraged by siting places of worship in vibrant areas visited by var-
ious social groups for different purposes, ensuring easy accessibility to 
it, providing explicit information to the local communities about the 
non–religious activities that may occur within them, or even allowing 
non–affiliated citizens to integrate those activities with informal and 
spontaneous initiatives of public interest.
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It is worth emphasising that such porosity does not mean dilution 
and indistinguishability between the religious and the secular. Marking 
the difference is particularly crucial in contexts like Italian cities, where 
the recognition of religious diversity through the allocation of ade-
quate places of worship is hindered at a legal and political level and 
religious minorities are often forced to attend makeshift prayer plac-
es, located in commercial buildings or disused premises (Fabretti et. 
al. ; Ambrosini et al. ). Within the proposed framework, vis-
ibility is key and should be understood as a set of material elements 
(plaques, signs, symbols) in a dynamic relation with the surrounding 
spatial environment.

To explore this working hypothesis, it is not sufficient to map the 
dislocation of the various places of worship and their visibility/invisibil-
ity — aspects which are often affected by States’ legal regulation and re-
strictions on the recognition of minority religions — but it is necessary 
to deepen the intensity of the interchanges between these places and the 
surrounding urban fabric. 

But religious uses of urban space are not confined to places of wor-
ship: non–religious public spaces where religious and secular actors fre-
quently cross each other in their lived experience of the city should also 
be investigated. We might consider, for instance, the increasing visible 
presence of religious practices due to festivals, celebrations, rituals and 
processions which take place in city squares, streets or parks (Bramadat 
et al. ); and the less investigated but equally indicative participa-
tion of religious leaders or communities in moments of national signifi-
cance and public remembrance (e.g. celebrations of anniversaries, exhi-
bitions in museums, memorials, etc.). Also in these cases, the degree of 
openness and the dialogical nature of events and spaces are crucial to al-
low for participation and exchange between different identities and for 
a continuous adaptive interpretations of the common goods. 

..  Sharing and multi–functionality within religious and multi–faith places

As historical, sociological and anthropological studies have largely doc-
umented (Burchardt and Giorda ), a multiplicity of religious sites 
on different scales have been and are cohabited by different communities 
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worldwide, either synchronically — e.g. sacred places attracting believers 
and pilgrims from different religions (Albera et. al. ) — or over time; 
it is the case of those sites which have changed their religious identity 
throughout their history — from the archetypal St. Sophia in Turkey 
(Rosati ) to the many Catholic churches in Western Europe tempo-
rarily or permanently converted in Orthodox Christian (Giorda )(). 
Differenlty, the expression multi-faith places refers to iconic buildings in-
cluding areas for different cults intentionally planned to symbolically and 
politically represent interreligious dialogue (Griera and Nagel )(); 
or to silence and meditation rooms frequently arranged in institutions 
(university campuses, hospitals or prisons) and public or private spaces 
(airports, shopping malls or workplaces) to meet the different religious 
and spiritual needs of their inhabitants and users (Crompton ). 
,ese fields of empirical research, extensively traversed through diverse 
interdisciplinary perspectives, are particularly interesting for the study 
of respect enactment. In considering these places, far from researching 
their possible implications in terms of religious syncretism, the attention 
can be directed towards the spontaneous reciprocal adaptations between 
religious groups which are mediated by spatial, material and sensory ar-
rangements (Burchardt and Giorda ): to what extent and in which 
cases are they informed by, and soliciting, mutual respect? 

Contested and tense forms of cohabitation are obviously possi-
ble in shared or mixed religious places (Hayden ; Hayden et al. 
) since space is also a political domain. Bodily and sensory liv-
ing of space creates an active arena (Soja ) whereby individu-
als and groups are positioned with different degrees of power. And 
contestations around meanings and uses of public space are played 
out (Degen ). Precisely the possibility that shared religious plac-
es imply different kinds of social contact — a variability that others 
tend to explain with appeal to cultural and political factors at a larger 
societal level (Hayden ) — leads, in a proper spatial and materi-
al perspective, to detecting how spatiality “makes a difference”. Which 
properties, including symbolic references and atmospheres, allow a 

() For a collection and analysis of recent case–studies worldwide, see the Shared Sacred 
Sites project: www.sharedsacredsites.net.

() On the exemplar project House of One in Berlin, see: Burchardt ().
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proximity as neighbourhood, in the sense of a reciprocal recognition of 
agency not necessarily implying a subjective and normative adherence? 
Furthermore, sacred spaces are always populated by objects, sometimes 
shared and at other times specific to one or more religious groups, that 
circulate, focus attention and interact with spatial characteristics and 
with the bodily movements, gestures, and practices of individuals: to 
what extent and in what ways does the introduction, use, or removal of 
certain artefacts modify the perception of being or not being respected 
among individuals who share that particular space?

Attempting once more to outline a research direction through the 
considerations proposed in the previous paragraphs, I suggest that the 
more these spaces are conceived as dynamic, incomplete, open to the 
changing configurations, arrangements and functions and to a variety 
of artefacts in circulation, the more they can solicit the individuals who 
inhabit them to a challenging contact, requiring attention to the oth-
er’s agency, self–regulation and self–decentering. 

It seems plausible that similar dynamics are more likely to occur 
when the spatial sharing results from bottom–up initiatives, as for the 
use of existing Christian buildings as sites also for other religious pur-
poses, or when the internal configuration is particularly mobile and ad-
aptable, as for the case of silence or meditation rooms. 

However, once more, mutual respect appears as the result of a del-
icate and spatialized balance of identities’ preservation and relational 
openness. Consider, for instance, the possible arrangement of medita-
tion rooms within multi–functional areas, where religious and spiritual 
uses may coexist with other forms of spatial engagement (recreational 
activities, medical care, etc.): how can sacralization and desacralization 
of the space be configured in a way that respects the different individu-
al sensibilities involved?

 Finally, the exploration and development of features that foster re-
spectful relationships can extend to virtual spaces, whose prominence 
in the current mediascape opens up the prospect of a radical reinterpre-
tation of spatiality and requires investigating traits of continuity and 
discontinuity with respect to physical space. Virtuality is also an impor-
tant aspect of pilgrimages, whereby it (re)shapes perceptions, in contin-
uous interactions with materiality (Bria and Giorda ).
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5. Conclusion 

,e proposed reflection has revolved around the particular case of re-
spect between strangers and, to a lesser extent, among those of differ-
ent religious and non–religious backgrounds. Obviously, the issue of 
mutual respect assumes a multiplicity of facets that are impossible to 
capture within the scope of this contribution. However, the ongoing 
search for respectful forms of coexistence in pluralistic societies should 
abandon the ambition to trace comprehensive and univocal formu-
las. On the contrary, interdisciplinary research allows us to test, on a 
case–by–case basis, an account of this complex and fluid social mode. 
Indeed, similarly to the case of kindness, although perhaps with a less 
affective nuance, respect is rooted in small acts, embedded in spaces 
and infrastructures and with an atmospheric quality that risks appear-
ing insignificant or random in everyday life and show, instead, recur-
rent ingredients at a theoretically oriented examination (Brownlie and 
Anderson ). 

I suggested that mutual respect does not solely involve individuals’ 
mindset but is performed bodily and through space and materiality. 
,e article has also attempted to show that the challenge of coexistence 
between differently religious and nonreligious individuals and groups 
in today’s cities offers a laboratory of interest for the spatial interpreta-
tion of the enactment of respectful relationships. 

Such inquiry can provide useful elements not only for understand-
ing crucial mechanisms of the complex social fabric but also for inspir-
ing the intentional design of open and inclusive places in the cities we 
inhabit (Sendra and Sennett ). Open spaces would work as prop-
er gyms of encounters, capable of exercising people to approach diver-
sity in respectful ways. Indeed, we might be inclined to recognize that, 
compared to abstract moral calls for recognition of diversity, experienc-
es of space and materiality can be far more effective in orienting us to-
wards acknowledging the other’s room for manoeuvre. ,ese exercises, 
in turn, can perhaps also train us to regulate the tones of our argumen-
tative practices on more respectful frequencies. 
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