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Religion and Social Cohesion at the Heart of the 
Intercultural Debate

Sara SILVESTRI

Social cohesion is today at the core business of intercultural relations. Through the prism of religious 
beliefs and cultural diversity, Sara Silvestri analyses the quality of interactions among the citizens of the 
Euro-Mediterranean region, as well as potential areas of convergence around key values and sensitive topics. 
6KH�UHȵHFWV�RQ�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�WUHQGV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�VXUYH\V��SRVLWLYHO\�REVHUYLQJ�D�
coming together around the importance of family solidarity, and openness to pluralism within societies.

It is commonly assumed that religious and cultural 
identities matter in the Euro-Mediterranean region and 
that growing cultural and religious diversity poses a 
challenge to national identities, social cohesion, and 
political and economic stability. The wealth of fresh 
LQIRUPDWLRQ�SURYLGHG�E\�WKH�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�2SLQLRQ�
Polls opens precious insights into themes that are at the 
heart of intercultural relations.

)DLWK��&RH[LVWHQFH�RI�FRQYHUJHQFHV�
DQG�GLYHUJHQFHV�

It is commonly thought that religion has a central place in 
Southern and Eastern Mediterranean (SEM) countries’ 
societies, and that it is increasingly irrelevant North of 
WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ��,QVWHDG��WKH�$/)�*DOOXS�3ROOV�UHYHDO�
unexpected results. Partial convergence, as well as 
divergence, is visible across the region when considering 
attitudes to either religious beliefs and practices, or to the 
value of religious and cultural diversity, as well as when 
comparing and contrasting the two.

Both in the 2009 and 2012 polls, the least amount 
of respondents in each set of countries declared to 
be interested in the religious beliefs and practices of 
the other group, compared to the number of those 
attentive to cultural life or economic conditions (Chart 
3.1). Yet, in the course of those three years, this theme 
increased dramatically in importance in the whole Euro-
Mediterranean region. The religious beliefs and practices 
of the other side of the Mediterranean mattered to only 
���� RI� WKH� 6(0� UHVSRQGHQWV� LQ� ������ %\� ������ WKLV�
¿JXUH� URVH� E\� VL[� SRLQWV� �WR� ������ ,Q� (XURSH�� ���� RI�
SHRSOH�KHOG�LW�VLJQL¿FDQW��YHUVXV�WKH�SUHYLRXV������WKDW�
is-to-say an increase by 11 points). What are the causes 
and implications of these upward shifts? And how do 
they relate with the relevance of religious beliefs and the 
phenomenon of cultural and religious diversity, in each 
group of countries and on a domestic level? 

On the one hand, religious beliefs and practices are 
at the bottom of the list of potential mutual interests in 
the whole region. This could indicate a certain level of 
widespread secularist-inspired indifference to the topic 
RI� UHOLJLRQ�� 6XFK� D� UHDGLQJ� ZRXOG� EH� MXVWL¿HG� E\� WKH�
common assumption that European societies are highly 
secularised. The ensuing expectation would be that the 
recent democratic transitions in  SEM countries have 
opened the way to secularisation and the dissemination 
of atheistic beliefs there too. On the other hand we 
noted a general increase in interest in others’ religious 
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6XUYH\�TXHVWLRQ� “Thinking about the countries bordering the southern 
DQG�HDVWHUQ�VKRUH�RI� WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�6HD�(XURSHDQ�FRXQWULHV��KRZ�
much interest would you say you personally have in news and information 
about their Economic conditions; Cultural life and lifestyle; Religious 
beliefs and practices; Political changes?” %DVH� All respondents, % of 
sum of ‘Very interested’ and ‘Somewhat interested’ by regions. Chart 
FRPSLOHG�E\�6��6LOYHVWUL�XVLQJ�GDWD�IURP�$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROOV������
DQG���������6LOYHVWUL��$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�������

Chart 3.1
Interest in news and information about SEM 
and European countries in 2009 and 2012
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beliefs between the 2009 and 2012. This result could 
therefore be interpreted as a sign of close – perhaps 
even intensifying – attachment to individual (as well as 
group) faith identities. This dynamic would demonstrate 
the on-going process of ‘de-secularisation’ of the world 
(reference to Berger, 1999) and potentially could entail in 
addition the risk of reduced attention to other cultures and 
religions. A cross analysis of the various sections of the 
$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�6XUYH\�SHUWDLQLQJ�WR�UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHIV�
and cultural diversity will help to unravel these puzzling 
results and will point to the simultaneous coexistence of 
multiple trends.

Respondents were given a list of values related to raising 
FKLOGUHQ�DQG�ZHUH�DVNHG� WR�VHOHFW� WKH�¿UVW�DQG�VHFRQG�

6XUYH\�4XHVWLRQ� Q.2 ‘Could you please tell me, how much do you 
agree or disagree with the following statements: Cultural and religious 
GLYHUVLW\�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�WKUHDW�IRU�WKH�VWDELOLW\�RI�VRFLHW\��LV�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�WKH�
prosperity of your society?’And Q.3 ‘In bringing up their children, parents 
in different societies may place different emphasis on different values. 
Assuming that we limit ourselves to six values only I’d like to know 
which one of these six would you say is most important when raising 
children: Curiosity; Obedience; Religious beliefs; Independence; Family 
solidarity; Respect for the other cultures? %DVH� Q.2: All respondents, % 
by regions, where ‘Agree’: sum of ‘Strongly agree’ and ‘Agree somewhat’ 
answers, and ‘Disagree’: sum of ‘Strongly disagree’ and ‘Disagree 
somewhat’ answers”; Q.3: All respondents , % of sum of ‘Most important’ 
and ‘Second most important’ by regions”. Chart compiled by S.Silvestri 
XVLQJ� GDWD� IURP�$/)�*DOOXS� RSLQLRQ�3ROOV� ����� DQG� ����� ���6LOYHVWUL��
$QQD�/LQGK�*DOOXS�3ROO�������

most important ones. Regarding the appreciation of 
religious values in one’s own context, Europe emerged 
predictably lower compared to the SEM in each round of 
SROOV� �����������YHUVXV�����6(0������������YHUVXV�
62% SEM, Chart  3.2).  Indeed, the least interested 
participants were from the most secularised countries of 
Northern Europe, such as Sweden or Denmark, which 
scored 5% (2009) and 6% (2012) respectively. Yet, 
the comparison of the 2009 with the 2012 data shows 
a curious inverse trend affecting the two sides of the 
Mediterranean (Chart 3.2). The number of respondents 
favourable to teaching religious beliefs to their children 
increased in Europe – both as a total average (from 
����WR������DV�ZHOO�DV�LQ�VRPH�LQGLYLGXDO�FRXQWULHV��EXW�
GHFUHDVHG�LQ�6(0�FRXQWULHV��IURP�����WR�������

In Europe, Germany experienced the most dramatic shift, 
with a rise of 15 percentage points (26% compared to 11% 
in 2009). As a result, this country rocketed from bottom 
to top of the European list, even above the predictably 
religious Catholic Ireland and Poland (which scored 17% 
and 19%). This contrasts with 2009, when Germany was 
among the least interested in this topic (11%), just before 
Sweden. Belgium scored 9% in 2012, which is not far 
from the 12% of France in 2009, a country with whom 
it shares various commonalities (such as language and 
level of secularisation). In Albania, 11% of respondents 
found religious values important. The atheist legacy of 
the country’s Communist past has certainly contributed 
to a high level of secularisation, which puts Albania in 
OLQH� ZLWK� WKH� ¿QGLQJV� IRU� )UDQFH�� %HOJLXP� DQG� 6SDLQ��
Spain showed a slight decrease in interest in faith values 
(from 13% to 11%) in 2012, which may be due to growing 
leftist and anti-clerical views in the country. In general, 
WKH�6SDQLVK�¿QGLQJV�GLYHUJH�VOLJKWO\�IURP�WKRVH�IRU�,WDO\�
(15%) and Poland (19%). These three countries are 
supposed to share an equally strong Catholic heritage, 
and yet they appear to align with countries with which 
they do not share religious similarities. For instance, 
exactly the same percentage of respondents (19%) 
in Hungary (2009) and in Poland (2012) stated that 
religious values are important for the education of their 
children. The views on this topic in Bosnia-Hercegovina 
(2009) and in Greece (2009) were very similar (20%), 
while Italian participants in 2012 replied like those in 
Great Britain three years before. 

We can deduce from the above that the characteristics 
RI� VSHFL¿F� UHOLJLRXV� WUDGLWLRQV� �H�J�� &DWKROLFLVP��
Protestantism, Orthodoxy, Islam) cannot be considered 
the only and central factors determining the actual 
relevance of religious values in individual societies 
and how people relate to the reality of religious and 
cultural diversity. Instead we should pay attention 
to the political cultures, historical trajectories, and 
socio-economic challenges of the countries that we 
analyse. All these factors together are likely to impact 

Chart 3.2
Attitudes to religious values and cultural 
diversity in SEM and Europe in  2009 and 2012
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attitudes to religion and diversity.

The Poll results about the relevance of religion for 
Europe’s inhabitants are fascinating. They demonstrate 
that, on a personal intimate level, there remains 
considerable interest in faith issues, even though the 
role of organised or institutional religion has declined. 
In particular we note that attachment to religious values 
in 2012 has either remained stable compared to 2009 
or has increased. The direction of the trend cannot be 
FOHDUO\� LGHQWL¿HG� EHFDXVH� WKH� ����� SROO� LQFOXGHG� RQO\�
two countries from the previous round and the results 
from these countries go in opposite directions. Spain lost 
two points, but Germany experienced a huge increase 
of those focused on religious values. As a result the 
average for the whole region has been affected by this 
shift. 

This eagerness to transmit one’s religious values to future 
generation could be concerning to some, especially 

6XUYH\�TXHVWLRQV� 4���µ6RPH�SHRSOH�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�DEVROXWH�JXLGHOLQHV�WR�ZKDW�LV�JRRG�DQG�EDG��DQG�ZKDW�LV�WUXWK��2WKHUV�VD\��WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�
no absolute guidelines, things are relative and it depends on the circumstances what we consider to be good or bad. Which view is closer to yours? 
Q.2’[…] People from different cultural, political or religious backgrounds should have the same rights or opportunity to participate in public life […]? Q.3 
[…]Religious beliefs […]; Respect for the other cultures? %DVH� 4���$OO�UHVSRQGHQWV����E\�FRXQWU\��4���DV�LQ�&KDUW 3.2; Q.3 as in Chart 3.2 Compiled by 
6��6LOYHVWUL��XVLQJ�GDWD�IURP�$/)�*DOOXS�3ROOV������DQG���������6LOYHVWUL��$QQD�/LQGK��*DOOXS�3ROO��������
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9DOXHV�ZKHQ�HGXFDWLQJ�\RXU�FKLOGUHQ��UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHIV9DOXHV�ZKHQ�HGXFDWLQJ�\RXU�FKLOGUHQ��UHVSHFW�IRU�RWKHU�FXOWXUHV

Cultural & religious diversity important for prosperity of your society

Chart 3.3
Comparing variables on religious values and respect for cultural diversity by  country

if seen in tandem with the German results about the 
theme ‘respect for other cultures’: the respondents in 
IDYRXU�RI� WKLV� IHOO� IURP����� LQ������ WR����� LQ�������$�
less accentuated drop is also visible in Spain (from 67% 
to 61%). This alarming trend points to the spectres of 
racism and nationalism. But then it is alleviated when 
we look at how people answered, in the same countries, 
WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKHWKHU�FXOWXUDO�GLYHUVLW\�LV�EHQH¿FLDO�
for societal society: Germany in 2012 ranked like Italy, 
WRZDUGV�WKH�WRS�������DQG�6SDLQ�ZDV�PLGUDQJH���������
Simultaneously, we note contradictory and ambiguous 
attitudes to the topic of cultural and religious diversity. 
The number of those willing to teach respect for other 
cultures to their children decreased from 58% to 51% 
in Europe from 2009 to 2012. Yet, in the same period 
we noted a rise in the interest in the  cultural life and 
religious beliefs of the other shore of the Mediterranean. 

Regardless of whether respondents felt a strong or 
weak attachment to their own and their country’s faith 
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The coexistence of high attachment to religious values 
with respect for other cultures in countries with active 
Islamist parties may be surprising to the lay reader but 
LW� FRQ¿UPV� WKH� UHVHDUFK� FRQGXFWHG� E\� 0RDWD]� )DWWDK�
(Fattah, 2006) at the beginning of the 2000s in a large 
number of Muslim countries. He showed that support 
for political Islam did not automatically generate anti-
women or anti-minority attitudes and that there were ‘no 
VWDWLVWLFDOO\� VLJQL¿FDQW� GLIIHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� ,VODPLVW� DQG�
non-Islamist attitudes towards democratic institutions 
in any of the cases’ he studied. These percentages are 
nevertheless quite high if taken individually, in line with 
the European average and actually even above Denmark 
(76%) and Belgium (72%). Additionally, when looking at 
the value ‘respect for other cultures’, both Moroccan and 
Egyptian attitudes raised considerably between 2009 and 
2012: Egypt rose from 9% to 22%, Morocco from 13% to 
�����ZKLOH�7XUNH\�ORVW���SRLQWV��IURP�����WR�������+HQFH�
we can say that diversity is a complicated and divisive 
issue in all these countries but the situation is improving.

In 2009, 51% and 59% respectively of participants 
in Syria and Lebanon were favourable to passing on 
religious beliefs. These averages are lower compared to 
their SEM neighbours in the same year. Such lukewarm 
interest in religious values could be associated with the 
particular government approaches and constitutional 
arrangements of these two countries, which have 
promoted secular attitudes and lifestyles in order 
to manage their multi-ethnic and multi-confessional 
VRFLHWLHV�DQG�SUHYHQW�FRQÀLFW��,Q�IDFW�WKHVH�WZR�FRXQWULHV�
were, together with Turkey (a country with a markedly 
secular constitution), the most open to religious and 
cultural diversity among the SEM in 2009: 15% Syria, 
20% Lebanon, 31% Turkey.

One wonders what the results of the poll for Syria and 
Lebanon would be now, in the midst of a prolonged civil 
ZDU�LQ�6\ULD�DQG�ZLWK�DOO�LWV�UDPL¿FDWLRQV��GRPHVWLFDOO\�
and internationally, from armed violence, to humanitarian 
assistance, to migration, to regional balance of power. 
The closest data we have is for a neighbour, Jordan: 
81% of its respondents in 2012 stated that religious 
beliefs are important for the upbringing of their children 
and 23% selected respect for other cultures. This data 
puts Jordan at the top of the SEM for religious values 
(just after Egypt) and towards the bottom (just before 
Egypt) for the value of cultural and religious diversity 
that year. 

&XOWXUDO� DQG� UHOLJLRXV� GLYHUVLW\�� DPELJXLWLHV�
and contradictory attitudes  

Further insight into Euro-Mediterranean perceptions of 
faith and cultural and religious pluralism can be drawn 
from those sections of the poll that explicitly address the 
VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�UHOLJLRXV�GLYHUVLW\�SHU�VH��7KH������3ROO�

traditions, they may have been triggered to become 
interested in these issues due to the realisation that 
their own societies – and the world – are changing, are 
becoming culturally and religiously more diverse. Hence, 
whether out of curiosity or by fear, they wish to know 
more about other societies religious beliefs and practices 
and, simultaneously, they increasingly treasure their own 
religious values. In the SEM, on the contrary, support for 
handing down religious values declined drastically: from 
���� LQ� ����� WR� ���� LQ� ������ 7KH�PRVW�PDUNHG� VKLIWV�
concern Turkey where respondents thinking that religious 
values are important in raising their children dropped from 
65% to 39%, and Morocco which went from 62% to 30%. 
(J\SWLDQ�YLHZV�DOVR� IHOO� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�� IURP����� WR������
equal with Tunisia. Simultaneously, views about respect 
for other cultures improved, attracting 28% of 2012 
respondents versus the previous 18% (Chart 3.3) 

All these changes sound exceptional but some are 
more surprising than others. Egypt is one of the SEM 
countries most renowned for its traditionalist attitudes 
and strong attachment to religion. In fact Egypt was top 
of the poll in 2009, with 72% of its respondents declaring 
that religious values were the most important thing in the 
education of new generations. But now it appears that 
Egyptian views have become identical to those of one 
of its most secularised and Westernised neighbours, 
Tunisia. The general decline in the number of those 
supporting religious values in the SEM is not immediately 
clear and would require additional research in order to 
be better understood. In Turkey, the shift may be related 
to recent intense public debates on the role of Islam in 
Turkish politics and society. The drop in attachment to 
religious values in Morocco and Egypt is somewhat more 
surprising but is consistent with the drop in the number of 
their respondents believing in the existence of ‘absolute 
guidelines’ (which is an implicit way to measure belief 
in supra-natural authority): 80% in Morocco in 2012 
compared to the previous 88%, while Egypt went from 
����WR������

7KHVH�¿QGLQJV�DUH�VRPHZKDW�XQDQWLFLSDWHG��FRQVLGHULQJ�
that both countries have seen an increase in political 
mobilisation on the part of Islamist movements recently. 
The latter, in theory, could have impacted (i.e. increased) 
on societal attachment to religious traditions, reinforcing 
in-group identities, and in the long term causing 
intolerance of diversity. There are undoubtedly societal 
tensions and competing values in Egypt and Morocco 
at this delicate time of transition; this may explain why 
the two countries were last in the SEM scale of those 
EHOLHYLQJ�LQ�WKH�EHQH¿W�RI�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�FXOWXUDO�GLYHUVLW\�
for societal prosperity (Egypt 78%, Morocco 82%) in 
2012. Still, these percentages were higher than for 
instance those for some European countries (Chart 3.2).
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introduced a new set of questions in an attempt to seize 
nuances within views about the value of cultural and 
religious pluralism.  The results are especially interesting 
as they reveal considerable – perhaps higher than 
expected – similarities between the two shores of the 
Mediterranean, as well as the existence of contradictory 
trends within societies. 

The percentage of those who regard cultural and 
religious diversity as important for the prosperity of their 
own society is almost identical in the SEM (83%) and in 
Europe (82%), whereas those who disagree are mostly 
located in Europe (15%, while 10% are in the SEM). 
The two sets of data combined show that overall SEM 
populations are more favourable than Northern ones 
WRZDUGV� UHOLJLRXV� DQG� FXOWXUDO� GLYHUVLW\�� 7KLV� ¿QGLQJ�
counters many assumptions and will surprise observers. 
It may be an indication of the democratisation dynamics 
taking place in the South, especially the new emphasis 
on freedom of opinion and of religion. However, when 
DVNHG� ZKHWKHU� GLYHUVLW\� LV� VSHFL¿FDOO\� LPSRUWDQW� DV� D�
value in the education of one’s children, it emerged, in 
2012, as a priority for European countries (51%) but not 
for the SEM, where this theme attracted only 28% of the 
respondents. 

It is striking that individuals that are strongly in favour 
of diversity in rather abstract terms are not necessarily 
ready to implement this in their own lives. This shows 
that attitudes are not always good indicators of actual 
behaviours. Still, we should acknowledge that the 
¿JXUH� ���� LV� D� FRQVLGHUDEOH� LPSURYHPHQW� IURP� WKH�
earlier 18%. When attitudes to diversity are translated 
into views of actual participation in public life on the 
part of groups with a different religious or cultural 
background, support for diversity remains indeed high 
on both shores; but then Europe appears slightly more 
RSHQ� ������ YHUVXV� ���� LQ�6(0��� DQG� WKH� SHUFHQWDJH�
of those in disagreement becomes equal (9% on both 
sides). An explanation could be this: acceptance of 
political pluralism is a key characteristic of consolidated 
democracies and cannot be expected to happen from 
day to night after a prolonged period of authoritarianism. 
Additionally, acceptance of diversity in the European 
context may have been facilitated by high levels of 
secularisation, while this process has not taken place in 
the same way in the SEM, although it is not absent there 
(for an elaboration of the varieties of secularism: Asad, 
2003).

Taken together, all these answers about the value of 
cultural and religious diversity within individual societies 
could suggest future positive relations across and within 
the multifarious group of peoples living in the Euro-
Mediterranean space. However, the picture becomes 
darker, when examining the next section of the opinion 
poll. Nearly half of the participants across all the 

countries polled in the Euro-Med believe that religious 
and cultural diversity constitutes a threat to the stability 
RI�VRFLHW\������LQ�(XURSH������LQ�WKH�6(0���,W�LV�VWULNLQJ�
to note that fear of diversity coexists side by side with 
the positive attitudes just mentioned above, as well as 
in parallel with the earlier responses concerning interest 
in the culture and religion of the other shore of the 
Mediterranean. How is this contradiction possible and 
what are its implications?

To make sense of this it may be useful a) to consider 
how the same countries fared in relation to attitudes to 
religious values (see above), and also b) to contextualise 
these results by bringing into the picture other 
dimensions such as recent (and on-going) migratory 
movements, the emergence of faith-based politics, and 
the return of ethno-nationalist feelings all across the 
region. The so-called ‘Arab awakenings’ have brought 
to the fore religiously inspired political parties, such as 
the Muslim Brothers in Egypt and An-Nahda in Tunisia, 
as well as a number of other political actors with strong 
faith identities, both in these countries and in Syria and 
Libya. While bringing new opportunities for freedom of 
opinion and of religion, the political transitions have also 
uncovered ethnic and religious divisions and competition 
between groups within societies. So, this could explain 
the ambivalent positions towards diversity among the 
inhabitants of the Euro-Mediterranean area.

Immigration from the MENA into the EU grew steadily 
in the course of the 1990s and 2000s. This issue has 
often been exploited by populist right-wing movements 
LQ� WKHLU� SROLWLFDO� FDPSDLJQV� �0XGGH�� ������� ,QÀX[HV�
generated by the Arab uprisings since 2011 have added 
to the normal trend into Europe but have especially 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\�DIIHFWHG�WKH�QHLJKERXULQJ�VWDWHV�LQ�WKH�6(0��
7KH�GLI¿FXOWLHV�LQ�DEVRUELQJ�DQG�FDULQJ�IRU�SHRSOH�WKDW�DUH�
ÀHHLQJ�VLWXDWLRQV�RI�IHDU�DQG�LQVWDELOLW\�±�DV�ZHOO�DV�VLPSO\�
looking for better opportunities to start a new life – are 
especially vivid in the context of a global economic crisis 
and in a weakened Eurozone.  In the absence of growth 
and handicapped by spiralling rates of unemployment, 
WKH� FRXQWULHV� WKDW� FRQVWLWXWH� WKH�PLJUDQWV¶� ¿UVW� SRUWV� RI�
call in the Mediterranean Sea (e.g. Greece, Spain, Italy) 
KDYH�IRXQG�LW�HVSHFLDOO\�KDUG�WR�IDFH�SRSXODWLRQ�LQÀX[HV��
despite having also experienced high emigration rates 
lately (OECD, 2013). 
 
&RQYHUJHQFH�DURXQG�IDPLO\�VROLGDULW\�

From a normative perspective, European countries are 
highly supportive of the value of diversity: together with 
family solidarity this variable attracted in 2012 the largest 
percentage of responses (51% respect for other cultures, 
60% family solidarity).  Respondents in Italy, Denmark, 
Spain and Belgium valued most respect for other 
cultures when raising their children (scoring respectively 
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65%, 63%, 61% and 61%), while Poland and Ireland 
were midrange (51% and 59%). Albania, and Germany 
were the least interested (with respectively 30%, 35%). 
Positions reversed, though, when considering if religious 
and cultural diversity is important for the prosperity 
of society. The latter three countries scored top of the 
OLVW�RI� WKRVH� LQ� IDYRXU� �����$OEDQLD������,UHODQG������
Germany, equal with Italy); Belgium and Denmark ended 
up bottom (72% and 76%) while Poland and Spain were 
close to each other in an in-between position (80% and 
79%).

A rather unexpected result for the SEM concerns 
attitudes towards cultural and religious diversity. 
Although the SEM respondents did not consider diversity 
as a priority in the education of their children, compared 
to Europe, they had more positive expectations from 
diversity for the prosperity of society, scoring 83% versus 
82%. Turks were the most favourable (88%), followed by 
Jordan (85%). Egypt was the least favourable (78%) in 
the SEM but it is important to note that this percentage 
is actually higher than the views coming from Belgium 
(76%) or Denmark (72%), two countries that are normally 
considered to be very liberal and open to diversity. 
Favourable respondents in Tunisia and Morocco were 
�����7KH� UDQNLQJ� RI� 6(0� FRXQWULHV� LQ� WHUPV� RI�PRVW�
least supportive of diversity, however, changed slightly 
when the question reverted around the scenario of 
passing values onto children. Again, we have Egypt at 
the bottom (22%) and Turkey towards the top (28%) but 
UHVSRQGHQWV� IURP� 0RURFFR� ������ DSSHDUHG� DFWXDOO\�
those valuing most respect for other cultures. The 
remaining SEM countries scored in the middle (Tunisia 
25%, Jordan 23%). 

In SEM countires, Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon have 
EHHQ� WKH� PDLQ� UHFLSLHQWV� RI� SHRSOH� ÀHHLQJ� 6\ULD��
experiencing, like European countries, economic 
DQG� VRFLDO� GLI¿FXOWLHV� DVVRFLDWHG� ZLWK� ULVLQJ� LQÀRZV� RI�
refugees as well as economic migrants (Fargues and 
Fandrich, 2012). Egypt too, besides going through a 
hard time domestically, on the political and economic 
fronts, has also faced immigration from Syria and from 
Libya in the past few years. In turn these latter two 
countries were previously recipients of Iraqi refugees 
and African migrants. We should thus interpret negative 
attitudes to diversity not just as value statements; but 
WU\� WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKHP�WKURXJK�WKH�VSHFL¿F�FRQWH[WV� LQ�
which they are expressed. 

Perhaps unexpectedly, family solidarity is a value around 
which there is convergence across the whole Euro-
Med region. This value featured as number one both in 
the SEM (52%) and in Europe (60%) during the 2012 
Poll. The second position went to: respect for other 
cultures in Europe, and to religious beliefs in the SEM. 
7KHVH�¿QGLQJV�GR�FRQ¿UP�WKH��SUHGLFWDEOH�� LPSRUWDQFH�

of religion in SEM societies. Yet they simultaneously 
indicate, in line with the results analysed above regarding 
the role of religion there is not as dominant as one would 
expect. In addition, it is somewhat surprising to note that 
family values are appreciated in Europe more than in 
SEM countries. 

Each round of surveys consistently shows that those 
countries that are more attached to religious values are 
less interested in respect for other cultures, and vice 
versa and  diversity slightly decreases in importance in 
Europe as we move from 2009 to 2012 but simultaneously 
DFTXLUHV� PRUH� VLJQL¿FDQFH� LQ� WKH� 6(0�� :H� QRWH� D�
considerable convergence across the Euro-Med region 
around key values and very sensitive topics. As we go 
from 2009 to 2012 we note a reduction of polarisations in 
WHUPV�RI�YDOXHV�DPRQJ�FRXQWULHV��0HGLDQ�¿JXUHV�EHJLQ�
to prevail instead of very high or very low peaks.  The 
common importance attributed to family values by all the 
people of the Euro-Med suggests that basic and intimate 
human relations associated with kindness, solidarity, 
mutual care and respect count more in the region than 
ideological or theological positions. Overall we have 
observed that religious values are a hidden but central 
theme running through the lives and concerns of the 
people living in the Euro-Mediterranean space.
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