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'HQPDUN��$�*URZLQJ�$SSHWLWH�WR�*HW�$FTXDLQWHG�
with the Arab Societies

Anne HERHOLDT

Danish citizens have a limited knowledge about the Mediterranean, but developments during the last 
decade - from September 11th to the ‘Cartoon Crisis’ – have provoked interest in the MENA region. Anne 
+HUEROGW�GUDZV�RQ�WKH�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�WR�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�'DQHV�DUH�DOVR�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�SROLWLFDO�
FKDQJHV� LQ� WKH�UHJLRQ� WRGD\��7KH�DXWKRU�SUHVHQWV�VHYHUDO�VLJQLȴFDQW�GLDORJXH� LQLWLDWLYHV� WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�
VXFFHVVIXOO\�ODXQFKHG�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV��DJDLQVW�WKH�EDFNGURS�RI�YDULRXV�HSLVRGHV�RI�LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FRQȵLFW�

Awareness among Danes of the South-Eastern 
Mediterranean (SEM) region has increased remarkably 
over the past ten years. Within this period of time, several 
VLJQL¿FDQW�VWHSV�RI�LQFUHDVLQJ�GLDORJXH�KDYH�EHHQ�WDNHQ�
by governmental and non-governmental institutions, 
organisations and people in Denmark. Building on the 
VWDLUFDVH� PRGHO� � IRU� FRQÀLFW� UHVROXWLRQ� PDQDJHPHQW��
WKLV�DUWLFOH�VKRUWO\�UHÀHFWV�XSRQ�KRZ�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�³WKH�
Mediterranean region” and societies among Danes have 
developed into their current state of affairs . This “step” or 
stage of Danish- SEM relations is, as this article argues, 
JRLQJ�EH\RQG�FRQÀLFW�UHVROXWLRQ�DQG�WRZDUGV�LQFUHDVLQJ�
dialogue efforts between the people of these two areas. 
In addition, this path today is further marked by efforts for 
socio-political development.

$Q�LQFUHDVHG�DZDUHQHVV�LQ�WLPHV�RI�FRQÀLFW�

The Mediterranean region is geographically far away 
from Denmark and often thought of as a holiday 
destination. Awareness among the average Dane of the 
Mediterranean region should therefore not be mistaken 
for increasing dialogue with the Middle East and North 
Africa. Beaches and holiday relaxation are probably more 
likely to be associated with the word “Mediterranean” than 
actual intercultural dialogue and development efforts 
are. Nevertheless, from a perspective of the Danish civil 
society, the intercultural relation between Danes and 
SHRSOH�RI�WKH�6(0�KDV�JRQH�WKURXJK�VHYHUDO�VLJQL¿FDQW�
steps of increasing intercultural understanding. It has 
HYROYHG� IURP� LQWHQVL¿HG� FRQÀLFW� UHVROXWLRQ� WRZDUGV�
increasing intercultural dialogue, and a focus on socio-
SROLWLFDO� SURJUHVV��7KH�PLOOHQQLXP�EHJDQ�ZLWK� WKH� �����
polarisation. In the case of Denmark the fear of migration 
dominated the political scene at this point, despite a 
limited amount of migrants actually residing in Denmark. 
The cartoon crisis in 2005 further fuelled a trend of 
creating enemy images. Analysis, however, has later 
VKRZQ�WKDW� LQ�VSLWH�RI�D�FOLPDWH�RI� LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FRQÀLFW��
a general interest in the SEM region grew with the need 
for Danish-Arab dialogue. More people for instance 
began to buy the Quran in Denmark and among youth 

the cartoon crisis resulted in an increased curiosity for 
learning Arabic and studying religion. Governmental 
and non-governmental institutions, organisations and 
people in Denmark began increasingly to turn their 
efforts for social change towards collaborative projects 
with migrants and people from the South -Eastern 
Mediterranean.

The Danish government had already in 2003, before the 
cartoon crisis, launched the Danish-Arab Partnership 
Programme. Since 2003 the programme has supported 
reform and democratization processes through dialogue, 
partnerships and mutual understanding between 
Denmark and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). 
The programme, which celebrated its 10-year anniversary 
in 2013, continues to facilitate the establishment of long-
term collaborative projects between artists, lawyers, 
union-workers, students, bloggers and many more. 
The more direct contact between Danish and Arab 
organizations, institutions and people has resulted 
in a simultaneous process of increasing intercultural 
understanding, among the wide range of actors involved, 
and a process of professionalization of these actors and 
their projects as well. 

Blogging for change

One among the aforementioned successful projects is 
the Arab women blogger network. Among the learning 
from this project is the acknowledgement that female 
bloggers from the Middle East have nothing obvious to 
learn from Denmark, as they are in many ways much 
stronger and more focused in their communication than 
Danish bloggers. Yet through public meetings, debates, 
workshops and exhibitions, the ‘Danish-Arab Blogger’ 
SURMHFW�KDV�FKDOOHQJHG�D�FOLPDWH�RI� LQWHUFXOWXUDO�FRQÀLFW�
and stereotyping between Denmark and the SEM 
and has simultaneously supported the development 
of an Arab network of female bloggers and their 
struggles for gender equality and democratic reform. 
This intercultural dialogue and development project, 
KRZHYHU��FDSWXUHV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�VSHFL¿FLW\�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�
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of increasing intercultural dialogue in Denmark and 
between Denmark 

and the SEM countries - the simple importance of direct 
contact, collaboration and a mutual belief in socio-
political progress. The course of events, from a stage 
RI� HVFDODWLQJ� FRQÀLFW� EHWZHHQ� 'DQHV� DQG� $UDEV� WR�
increased direct contact and collaboration, represent  
VWHSV� RI� LQFUHDVLQJ� GLDORJXH�� 7KH� PRVW� VLJQL¿FDQW�
step, however, has most recently been taken by the 
emancipatory social movements of the region itself 
putting socio-political progress at the top of the agenda.  

7KH�QHZ�DJHQGD�RI�VRFLR�SROLWLFDO�SURJUHVV�

Danes may most often encounter people and cultures of 
SEM countries through vacations. (Chart 18.1) Yet they 
DUH�� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH�$QQD� /LQGK�*DOOXS� 3ROO� RI� ������
just as interested in political changes. The Poll reveals 
that Danes are remarkably optimistic with regards to 
the ultimate effects of the recent developments in the 
UHJLRQ��$OPRVW�����UHJDUGV� WKH�VLJQL¿FDQW�FKDQJHV�DV�
having a positive effect on the relations between Europe 
and the Arab countries. Taking into consideration the 
geographical distance and limited contact between 
the average Dane and people from the South-Eastern 
Mediterranean, it is particularly noticeable that alongside 
hospitality and turmoil, civic participation in democratic 
transition is among the ideas and images that come to 
mind among the polled Danes as particularly distinctive 
for the Mediterranean (Chart 18.2).

The continuous pressure of the democratisation 
movements in the wake of the Arab uprisings for social 
and political progress has pushed forward this new 
agenda to be embraced by the ongoing collaborative 

efforts for dialogue, democratization and development in 
Denmark. Yet the aforementioned course of incidents f

IURP�SRODULVDWLRQ�DQG�FRQÀLFW�WR�PRUH�GLUHFW�FRQWDFW�DQG�
collaboration between Denmark and the MENA-region 
IROORZ�WKH�VWDJHV�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�PRGHOV�IRU�FRQÀLFW�
resolution management. Within these models, there are 
clear steps for the up-scaling and   the down-scaling of 
FRQÀLFWV� JRLQJ� IURP� WKH�SRODULVDWLRQ�� WR� WKH� FUHDWLRQ�RI�
enemy images, to  direct contact, collaboration and the 
ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�D�FRQÀLFW�UHVROXWLRQ�SURFHVV��
7DNLQJ�WKH�VWHS�WR�PHHW�DQG�GHDO�ZLWK�SUHYDOHQW�FRQÀLFWXDO�
differences between the Danish and Arab cultures has 
been a crucial step for intercultural dialogue. From this 
SHUVSHFWLYH� VHYHUDO� VLJQL¿FDQW� LQLWLDWLYHV� � WR� SURPRWH��
dialogue have been taken place over the last decade, in 
spite of the existence of various episodes of  intercultural 
FRQÀLFW�
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$QQH� +(5+2/'7 is Coordinator of the Anna Lindh 
Foundation Network in Denmark. 

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ��,�ZLOO�UHDG�RXW�D�VHW�RI�LGHDV�LPDJHV�WKDW�PD\�FRPH�WR�WKH�
minds of diff erent people, and please tell me, if you think these characterize 
the Mediterranean region strongly, somewhat or not at all? %DVH� % of 
all respondents % of the sum of ‘Strongly characterize’and ‘Somewhat 
FKDUDFWHUL]H¶DQVZHUV�DUH�VKRZQ����$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Chart 18.2
Characteristics of the Mediterranean region 
for Danes

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ� How did you meet or talk to that person? %DVH� Those 
who talked to or met with persons from SEM countries % of mentions  
���$QQD�/LQGK���*DOOXS�3ROO�������

Chart 18.1
Method of interaction with people from SEM 
countries in Denmark


