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A Nomadic Approach to Cultural Dialogue 

VISIONS FOR THE MEDITERRANEAN

Let us start with some facts: the Mediterranean is neither 
barrier nor borders, being at the same time the link and the 
centre.  Arabs call it the 'White Sea of the Centre' in that it 
unites more than it separates.  A sea rich in fertile memories, 
source of multiple identities, cradle of monotheist religions, 
and grave of pretentious empires who have dared claim 
making it their 'eternal sea'.

Such is the vocation of the Mediterranean, as is its peculiarity, 
constantly pulled apart between its existence, sense and 
power.  Being a cast of models aspiring towards universality, 
conjugating the synthesis of faith and reason, it has been – 
since Antiquity – the cradle of and yet innovating thought, 
blending philosophical wisdom, metaphysical interrogation 
and the art of living. This is the very vocation of the 
Mediterranean that is threatened by 'identity delirium' of some 
and 'killing sprees' of others. Ideological opposition follows 
intellectual confrontation:  in the past, monotheist religions 
and religious cores, colons and colonized populations and, 
today, the confrontation between 'identity' and 'otherness'. 
These numerous traumatizing polarities explain why cultural 
dialogue in the Mediterranean is so seriously affected and 
even broken.  Such a bitter conclusion is indeed painful for a 
man like me, bridging over the two shores.

Roots of Historical Mediterranean Relations 

How have we reached this point? To locate the historical point 
of inflection and cultural disruption is a daunting task, because 
it implies that there is a before and after.  In fact, as many as 
14 centuries of permanent friction between Muslims and 
Westerners have molded stereotypes and common grounds 
nurtured by painful memories rooted in conquests of Europe 
by Muslims between the 7th and 15th Centuries, Christian 
crusades in the East between 1099 and 1290, European 
colonization of the Arab world in the 19th and 20th Centuries, 
continuing Western domination under various forms, ranging 
from the implantation of the State of Israel in the heart of the 
Arab world in 1948 to the American invasion of Iraq in 2004.

According to Bichara Khader, the perceptions and stereotypes which exist today with people 
living across the two shores of the Mediterranean are a result of centuries of friction between 
Muslims and Westerners. It is in first better understanding the intense history of the Region 
that, for Khader, it will be possible to build a new vision for the future.  In this regard, the author 
argues that cultural dialogue must assume a central role in supporting the next generation in 
changing both the vision people have of themselves and of the 'others'.

Despite long periods of truce and peace, historical animosity 
continues to haunt the minds between the two shores 
of the Mediterranean, casting imaginary vindication and 
spoiling visions to the point that past events have acquired 
an 'instrumental function' and have become 'political myths' 
crystallizing hostility against the 'other,' and even legitimizing 
it. Some radical Muslims have gone as far as denouncing the 
'new crusade of the West'  against Islam as a form of using the 
past as a tool in opposition strategies.  Similarly, clandestine 
immigration in Spain has been described as 'el retorno 
del moro' (the comeback of the Maurs), or irked Western 
polemists against 'growing Islamic presence in Europe',  the 
'green threat', or 'Islamic violence' all reactivating myths of a  
'relentless' and 'incurable enemy', and 'absolute evil' 

Having lived in Europe for over forty years, I have noticed 
how public opinion is strongly influenced by prejudice on 
Arabs and Muslims.  I used to attribute this to ignorance of 
historical facts and social realities and – without doubt – to a 
certain concept that claims that the West has nothing learned 
from the 'others'. Coming from Palestine where I learned five 
languages in school, read Arab and Western poetry at the age 
of 15, learning European and Arab History, I was somewhat 
amazed at the lack of interest of European schools and 
universities towards contemporary Arab world problems.  
At that time, there was ignorance but no dismay.  The Arab 
world was not perceived as a 'threat' and Islam was rarely put 
to blame. With the collapse of the bipolar world system, the 
fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 and, much more, 
after September 11, 2001 attacks, I can only stand to watch 
helpless and sad to a wrath of passions.

Harmful Impact on West-Islam Relations

The implosion of the Soviet Union has lead to a series of 
intellectual elaborations of three concepts that, rapidly, reach 
the status of a theory.  The first is the one of Francis Fukuyama 
who claims that, with the collapse of the Soviet system, 
nothing can hamper the triumphant march of a democratic 

BICHARA KHADER

countries. The Anna Lindh/Gallup Poll indicates that, for 
instance in Sweden, the respect of cultural diversity will be 
strengthen with the Union for the Mediterranean.

Civil Societies, Migrations and Mixed Cultures

The attitudes and the approaches of the Nordic civil societies 
and public opinions towards the Mediterranean have been, 
during recent decades, influenced mainly by the evolutions 
in three different domains: tourism, migrations and cultures.
The Nordic mass tourism towards the Mediterranean already 
started in the 1950s. Today, more than a half a century 
later, the number of Nordics spending annually a couple 
of weeks under the Mediterranean sun are around at least 
about two million. The significance of this phenomena for 
such a number of people having a direct but still restrained 
experience about the South is not really known. But it is 
obvious that it has an importance. And one can presume that 
it makes the Mediterranean world more familiar and thus 
plays a positive role  by approaching these two vicinities. It 
certainly has an impact on how the Mediterranean migration 
is felt by the Nordics, and promotes the Mediterranean 
cuisine: two important elements of cultural dialogue. In 
order to really appreciate the significance of the Nordic 
tourism into the Mediterranean we need more studies and 
investigations. The Anna Lindh/Gallup Poll provides some 
evidence demonstrating  that Swedes travel to the southern 
and eastern parts of the Mediterranean more than other 
Europeans including those from coastal countries. 

Migration from the Mediterranean, especially from its 
southern and eastern shores is a very important element 
forging the image of the Mediterranean and the Euro-
Mediterranean relations in the Nordic countries. Here again the  
Poll data shows that the Swedes have more contacts with the 
Southerners than the other Europeans. Still, in the 1960s only 
a few thousands of people coming from the Mediterranean 
countries lived in the North of Europe, today we can speaks 
of hundreds of thousands. This is extremely important in 
several ways because these people form a kind of human 
bridge towards the southern and eastern Mediterranean. A 
part of them have come also because they got married with 

the Nordics. And the number of these cross-Mediterranean 
couples is constantly increasing in an important manner. So, 
today, with the second generation, the number of young 
Nordics having half of their grandparents in the other side 
of the Mediterranean is tens of times superior to the figures 
of the 1970s. We can not underestimate the importance of 
this kind of family relations. They bring the Mediterranean 
world much closer to the Nordics than any kind of official or 
semi-official exchange and cultural dialogue programmes 
can ever do. According to the European Social Survey 2006, 
Finland and Sweden are the countries whose population has 
the most positive attitude towards the foreign migrants. 

The only southern European Mediterranean country being 
on the positive side of the European average is Spain. Nordic 
tourism and Mediterranean migration have both an impact 
on cultural dimensions in the Nordic world. Before going 
into it, let us note that the first ever Nordic cultural institutes 
were created especially in the Mediterranean area. And it 
is not a coincidence that the newest ones can be found 
in the southern and eastern shores of the Mare Nostrum 
such as the Danish Institute in Cairo and Finnish Institute in 
Damascus. The number of this kind of Nordic institutes in 
the Mediterranean is considerable, and their role for cultural 
dialogue even more. Concerning civil society and popular 
cultures the role of cuisine is very visible and maybe the 
most promising. In Finland the 'National pizza' (ham and 
pineapple) was developed already in the 1980s, when also 
the Kebab houses completely overcame the traditional 
sausage kiosks which have almost disappeared. The new 
phenomena are  the 'reindeer couscous', local falafel, and the 
latest, that is 'sapas', the original Finnish tapas. All this is to say 
that the mixture of cultures is a very complex and very rich 
phenomena, but that it is also very creative and extremely 
innovative, producing this 'art de vivre' where there are no 
borders. 

Latvia - Intercultural Week 

TUOMO MELASUO is Professor of Peace and Conflict 
Research and Research Director of Tampere Peace 
Research Institute, at the University of Tampere. 

Taking place in nine different Latvian cities, an 'Intercultural Week' was organized in November 2009 with the support of 
the Anna Lindh Foundation and by its National Civil Society Network in Latvia.  In the context that data about the Euro-
Mediterranean region is not easily accessible for the general public, the main aim of the project was to increase people’s 
understanding about the existing diversity of countries of the southern and east Mediterranean area.  The programme of 
the week included 24 different activities, such as language classes, poetry readings, meetings with religious leaders as well 
as discussions with representatives from across the Euro-Mediterranean region. Around one thousand five hundred people 
took part in the initiative with the 'intercultural evening' bringing together 400 people to a stylish café in Riga with dancing 
rooms, exhibition areas, film-screenings and a room for informal talks and discussions.  In addition to impacting on public 
awareness, the event was also an opportunity to consolidate and promote the work of the Anna Lindh Network in Latvia.

 www.euromedalex.org/networks/latvia
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and oblivion, healing of wounds of the past, freedom from 
the bindings of an instrumental memory, using history 
as a reservoir of teachings and not as a glorified idol and, 
consequently, a future centered vision which relies on a 
confident identity and a culture of hope. Changing the 
perceptions of the North towards itself calls for a culture 
of humility and respect.  Much has to be done to induce a 
historical amnesia to forget that the West owes much to the 
fecundity of other cultures, particularly the Arab-Muslim 
culture.  A larger dose of humility is required to recognize the 
historical path of the West and its countries, a path laden not 
with roses but with thorns of struggle, conflicts and violence 
culminating in its barbarian Hitlerism. 

Yet, we exist in the eyes/perceptions of the others too.  The 
Southern Mediterranean, mostly Arabs, is not recognized as a 
sensible entity, but feels a sense of alienation and frustration 
that ends in introversion and reflection.  Lucio Guerrato, the 
former Executive Director of the Anna Lindh Foundation, 
need saying nothing more.

The West, mostly European, exists in flesh and blood in the 
vision of Arabs and Muslims:  it fascinates as much as it repels.  
It fascinates by its economic and technological prowess, its 
democratic breakthroughs and the security and protection it 
offers its citizens:  this is the West that has conquered Arab 
minds and hearts.  On the other hand, it repels by being 
perceived as haughty and arrogant, inept at listening, even 
indifferent sometimes to Arab distress, and often incoherent 
in its practices or clumsy in its discourse.  Arabs often feel that 
Western countries, particularly European ones, tend to project 
their fantasies and fears on strangers they consider closer 
and more intimate than Arabs, thus building differences in 
barriers defying any crossing.

Changing the perceptions of self and others is a matter for 
generations.  It is akin to crossing from a prison identity 
to a bridging one.  It is a heavy task that calls on collective 
mobilization, responsible media, open educational 
institutions to the world over, politicians without election 
deadlines and intellectual elites that spare no effort in 
spreading their knowledge and know-how.

Europe and the Arab and Islamic worlds are inseparable like 
Siamese cats.  The more one tries to pull the other apart, the 
more they cling to each other.  Are we to separate the shores 
of the Mediterranean when they are bathed by the same 
waves?

Whether one is a disciple of Henri Pirenne who, in his book 
'Mahomet and Charlemagne' sees a resurgence of Islam 
as a rupture between Antiquity and the Middle Ages or a 
disciple of Maurice Lombard, who in 'Islam dans sa première 
grandeur' presents Islam as a messenger and interpreter of 
Greek heritage, one evidence remains : in historical intimacy 
and intellectual collusion,  Europe and the Arab and Muslim 
worlds call upon each other, question each other, pose for and 
oppose each other, much as if the existence of one defines 
and determines the other.  They are not two entrenched 
camps facing each other, but more of a single camp which 
struggles towards defining its multiple identities. 

I, therefore, refute the arbitrary separation so historically false 
between Judaic-Christian and Arab-Muslim cultures.  This 
border is not a vocational one, says Joseph Maila, but has 
been created.  If I call upon this matter of invented border, it is 
because it tends to separate the inside from the outside, this 
side from the other, the similar from the dissimilar.  Yet, given 
the circulation pathways in the Mediterranean, how dare we 
erect such borders where there is only movement?

The Anna Lindh Foundation must strive towards creating 
modalities of a common Mediterranean collusion, based not 
on the hegemonic notion of the Mare Nostrum, but on the 
appealing notion by Edgar Morin, of the 'mater nostra' which 
refers to a common reference, an attachment of solidarity 
and a spontaneous fraternity.

Luxembourg - Celebrating Dialogue Day  

BICHARA KHADER is Professor of political, economic 
and social sciences, and Director of the Centre for 
Research on the Contemporary Arab World at the 
University of  Louvain 

Coinciding with the 1st of May International Labour Day, the 'Big Culture and Dialogue Day' initiative brings together 
hundreds of people to celebrate cultural diversity.  The event, which is hosted at the Neumunster Abbey Meeting Cultural 
Centre has combined a range of activities from creative music, workshops and shows, to exhibitions and a gastronomic 
village.  The entertainment programme is further enriched with information stands and a whole village dedicated to 
young growing artists in a new era celebration of a traditional holiday occasion.  With the involvement of numerous non-
governmental organisations and associations, the promotion of social and intercultural values is a central part of this annual 
celebration, and the Independent Syndical Confederation of Luxembourg has proposed to expand the initiative in order to 
involve on an even great scale the general public in cross-cultural activities.  

www.annalindhreport.org/goodpractice/celebratingdialogueday

and capitalist Western world.  The second is the 'clash of 
civilizations' of Samuel Huntington who divides the world 
in seven areas of civilizations, of which Islam and China are 
the most threatening for the West.  The third thesis, favored 
by American neo conservatism proponents, is based on the 
theory of the End of History and is called either 'Creative 
Destruction' or  'Democratic Domino Theory'.

All these theories have a harmful effect on Western-Islamic 
relations for three reasons:  The first reason is that the collapse 
of the Soviet model potentiates the concept that America, 
being so singled out in its History, is now an example and 
a model for the world to follow.  Bill Clinton went as far as 
calling it the 'indispensable nation', while Hagan coined the 
concept of the 'benevolent empire', a vision that has shocked 
many people in the world and the Islamic world. The second 
reason relies on the daring thesis of the replacing enemy.  For 
Huntington, modern confrontations are identity and culture 
based.  For him, Islam appears as the 'enemy of replacement'. 
He puts it in writing:  "… There is blood at the borders of 
Islam … Consequently, the central problem of the West is 
not Islamic fundamentalism.  It’s Islam …" (Jacob, 1996).  This 
best seller of Huntington in the United States and Europe can 
easily help one grasp the amount of damage it has induced 
in the minds of its readers and the consequent sizeable gap 
in Western-Islamic relations. The third reason is the noxious 
effect of theories that have flourished after the collapse of the 
bipolar system on Arab and Muslim opinions, favoring the 
new American ideology that aims at exporting democratic 
values in the framework of the Greater Middle East Initiative.

William Kristol and Laurence Kaplan declare in utter honesty 
in their book 'Our Road Starts in Bagdad '(Kristol and Kaplan, 
2003): "The regime of Saddam Hussein is the quintessence 
of violent regimes in the Near East. If we were not to start 
from there, we would renounce to change anything else in 
the region". We know well what followed:  the United States 
invasion of 2004 and the support of some European countries 
to that invasion, such as the support of Aznar in Spain and 
Blair in the United Kingdom.  The cultural dialogue between 
Muslims and the West and between Arabs and Europeans 
has been the first collateral victim of the theses of Fukuyama 

and Samuel Huntington.  The wrath of Muslims has been so 
strong that attacks of September 11, committed by terrorists 
with apocalyptic visions, have been applauded or at least 
approved by people polled in many countries.

Such has been the degradation of the climate of trust and 
dialogue of cultures.  All projects envisioned in the year 2000 
and onwards towards retying dialogue, restoring contact, 
calling for the dialogue of civilizations, bring together the 
people and appease the spirits have proven – to date – 
insufficient in limiting identity loss, community withdrawals 
and senseless mixes.

The Way Towards Dialogue

Shall we remain idle? "No", responds Romano Prodi, 
before leaving office.  "We cannot let identity tensions and 
reciprocal fears take the upper hand. The Mediterranean 
cannot become a new front where each shore will entrench 
itself".  He repeated these words to the High-Level Advisory 
Group for the Mediterranean Cultural Dialogue which he 
had recently established. Among the proposals of the group 
was the creation of  a 'large foundation' whose objective 
would be to launch concrete action to promote the cultural 
dialogue in the Mediterranean. The creation of a Foundation, 
which would better be located in the South, would bring the 
wishes of the High-Level Advisory Group to reality:  impart 
visibility to the cultural framework of the Euro-Mediterranean 
Partnership, improve the operational aspect to cut short on 
repetitive speeches and tiresome large meetings incurred at 
high cost, but with little if any real impact on public opinions, 
involve the southern shore in the selection and achievement 
of projects to break the long-standing asymmetry of cultural 
exchange between the Mediterranean North and South. 

This is the true meaning behind the creation of the Anna 
Lindh Foundation with polyvalent activities centered on a 
single objective:  change our vision of ourselves and of the 
others. It is indeed a herculean task which needs breath, 
patience and means, but is of prime importance if we aim to 
end the culture of fear and resentment. Changing the look 
of the South towards itself calls for a generous forgiving 

Malta - Exhibition on Dialogue in Daily Life
With the aim of stimulating reflections on intercultural exchange among young students, a series of workshops and debates 
took place during five months in Malta with support from 'Atelier Culture Projecs'. Around fifty creative young people were 
involved in producing written forms of poetry or prose which were transformed into two public installations set up using 
projections and boards. One of the main approaches to the discussions stimulated by the artistic works was to focus on what 
dialogue meant to the students in their everyday life, and then to transfer these reflections to the wider audience in the form 
of poetry or other types of writing. The first exhibition was launched on the occasion of the 'Euro-Mediterranean Dialogue 
Night', promoted on the 22nd May 2008 by the Anna Lindh Foundation and its region-wide Network of over 3000 civil society 
organisations, followed by the organization of a photo projection in Birgu and the Norbert Attard installation 'Where are you 
from?' held in Freedom Square in Valletta.  

www.annalindhreport.org/goodpractice/maltaexhibition


