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circulation, which has multiplied cross-fertilizations, paving 
the way to hybridization.

After this rapid overview, we could conclude that the dynamics 
of travel are the key trait of a Mediterranean identity. Without 
stopping at this obvious fact, I would like to underline, on the 
contrary, that movement, in the first and physical meaning of 
the term, is not indispensible for identity dynamics. Much as 
we encounter bas-reliefs borrowed from antique monuments 
in Christian basilicas in Rome, Corinthian pillar capitals from 
pagan or Christian constructions in the Grand Mosque of 
Kairouan, we can also admire the Blue Mosque of Istanbul, 
freely inspired by architecture of its Byzantine counterpart, 
Hagia Sophia of Constantinople. These examples among 
others show the astonishing building capability of diverse 
cultures without wiping out the common heritage and 
while avoiding atherosclerotic amnesia. This heterogenous 
inventory compels us to a humble practice of intercultural 
relations, a search for empathy and hospitality, and even 
knowing and welcoming otherness and accepting to be 
under its surveillance.  The image that springs to mind to 
illustrate this internal dynamic - a dynamic compatible with 
a maximal degree of a sedentary nature - is that of a Greek 
myth:  the myth of the Argonauts and the Argo.  During its 
endless journey in its quest for the Golden Fleece, the ship 
encountered countless breakdowns; piece by piece, its hull, 
rail and rigging had been repaired by carpenters until none 
of the original parts survived.  Yet, these modifications which 
may affect the Argo’s physical nature – and possibly its shape 
– posed no threat to its identity:  the crew of Jason never felt 
like they were navigating another ship.

Therefore, I would like to make a symbolic representation of 
cultural identity of this myth, following comments of Toshiaki 
Kozakai, the Japanese researcher and Tzvetan Todorov.  This 
representation cannot perennially remain unchanged, as 
wished by fundamentalist policies, nor entirely renewed 
with each generation.  It must adapt without losing 
itself and get richer without denying itself.  Despite their 
simultaneous great diversity and extreme similarity, 
interactive and evolutional Mediterranean identities may 
achieve the mythic ideal of the Argo:  perpetual youth 
that  repudiates no memories. However, this optimistic 
conclusion quickly leads to another question: How could 
we all, regardless of where we come from, create our new 
cultural universe, decipher its messages and adhere to it? 
Learning, according to Gilles Deleuze, is first and foremost 
about considering any matter, object or being as if emitting 
signals to decipher, to interpret.

This philosophy has emerged in UNESCO programmes: 
though faithful to 'Education for All', acquisition and 
dissemination of knowledge, availability of various cultural 
resources and access to new means of communication and 
information, the Organisation is aware of the urgent need 
to develop "intercultural competences".  The objective 
of sharing remains unchanged, but the ultimate aim is to 

get each emancipated individual to fully participate in the 
new symbolic global environment; in other words, give 
each person the means to acquire one or several cultural 
or intercultural citizenships (this term can be defined as the 
ability and capacity of people to participate actively and 
responsibly in the world; it is dynamic and transformative, 
requiring the competence to learn and re-learn, based 
on notions of recognition and respect of diversity).  This 
concept of cultural citizenship presupposes specific abilities 
for new trainings – major stakes for UNESCO today – to block 
mixtures of ignorance, prejudices, humiliations, frustrations, 
resentments, fears and exclusions, which yield a spiral of 
tensions, insecurity, violence and conflicts at the local, 
regional and international levels. Intercultural dialogue 
could be considered as a means to acquire an 'intercultural 
competence'.  However, the success of such an acquisition 
depends on the aptitude of different partners to rediscover 
the past and the present, starting from a different cultural 
perspective than ours..

It also results from the ability to critically analyze in order 
to 'decolonize' the mind, values and knowledge systems 
perpetuating grounds for superiority. Intercultural 
competence aims at freeing us our own logic and cultural 
systems in order to engage with others and listen to their 
ideas, which may involve belonging to one or more social 
groups, particularly if they are not valued or recognized in a 
given cultural context. The ability to express our aspirations 
for a better future for humanity and the planet is all the more 
important in so far as it aims at promoting permanence of 
all forms of life. Intercultural competences are therefore 
linked to two major dimensions:  memory and creativity. 
Acquiring intercultural competence is a thrilling challenge 
since we are not, naturally, called upon to understand the 
values of others as we do our values encountered in the 
family context, circle of friends, school,religion or in society 
at large. This challenge is a unique opportunity in the history 
of the Mediterranean and humankind.  It invites us to avoid all 
phenomena of confinement or ghettoization by offering new 
groups opportunities of multiple readings and unexpected 
discoveries.  These opportunities sometimes lead the groups 
to rediscover their own identity under the deciphered forms 
of the 'other', rendering this 'other' sometimes an ally and a 
cultural contradictor at other times.

One last word:  Heraclitus said that the oracle "… neither says, 
nor hides, but (it) signifies (gives off signs)".  This expression 
could be transposed to apply to culture since it "… neither 
says, nor hides, but (it) signifies (gives off signs) "! Our task 
is to nurture intercultural skills required to acquire one or 
several cultural citizenships, particularly 'he Mediterranean 
intercultural citizenship'.

KATÉRINA STENOU is the Director of the Division of 
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Organisation (UNESCO).
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Identity and Mutual Perceptions

It is crucial, in my opinion, that everyone should accept the different components of one’s 
own identity.  What seems apparent, however, is that the evolution in the last years has 
not been going in that direction. 

In a world of neighbouring cultures, the major issue is how to manage the coexistence of 
cultural diversity. The management of neighbouring cultures requires relentless attention, 
deep reflections and creative solutions. It might be too premature to talk of a Mediterranean 
identity, with people continuing to define themselves in terms of their nationality, religion, 
language and social belonging.  Indeed, the Mediterranean identity rests for now; a political 
vision and an intellectual construction that has so far inadequately been translated at the 
level of real perception of individuals and groups. In looking towards the future of the 
Mediterranean area, managing immigration remains a priority area of action. The issue is 
negatively affecting the intellectual and political atmosphere of riparian countries. Although 
a healthy management of coexistence is a major benefit, it is through encouraging migrants 
to accept their 'double belonging' and unique capacity to play the role of link between 
originating and host countries.

When we look to the reality of mutual perceptions, the problem of trust between people 
of the North and South of the Mediterranean has been developing and increasing over 
the last decades. It is connected to the real issues which need to be resolved and to a 
negative perception of the 'other'. For a significant improvement to take place over the 
coming years and decades, we must focus action on resolving the problems through a 
balanced and sustainable solution for the Middle-East crisis, and work tirelessly to change 
perceptions and mentalities.  

This is the responsibility of a range of stakeholders including political leaders, the 
intelligentsia, teachers, and the media. In terms of the latter, we must continue to work 
through initiatives such as the 'Anna Lindh Mediterranean Journalist Award' to ensure not 
only the professional quality of reporting but also the 'ethical' quality.  The criterion by 
which we judge such a prize does not seek political correctness in the realm of our daily 
confrontations, but calls on the use of proper words, images and approaches that may 
resolve incomprehension, misunderstandings and hatred.

Concerning the construction and validity of the Union for the Mediterranean, it may, in 
my perspective, be too early to judge. Nevertheless, a healthy approach is to wage and 
build on the deep aspirations of people for dignity, well-being, freedom and democracy.  
One must constantly thrive for essential values, which is the price for trust in solid and 
sustainable foundations. 

AMIN MAALOUF
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