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Exception can be found in the writings of  Taha Hussein’s and 
his famous essay 'The Future of Culture in Egypt' (Mustaqbal al-
Thaqafa fi Masr) (1938), in which he attempted to  tie Egyptians 
with the heritage of the Pharaohs and with the Mediterranean 
arena. In Lebanon, the idea was more favorably received than 
in any other place in the Region. However, as the power of 
Christians, who were the advocates of the idea, diminished, 
the sea’s charm dissipated. Important figures in Arab culture, 
such as Michel Chiha, Georges Naccache, Amin Maalouf, Nizar 
Qabbani and Adonis , all contributed in different times and in 
different ways to keeping the Mediterranean idea alive, and 
were a cultural lobby for a vision of Arab-Western unity. In Israel, 
which struggled to create a local national ideology that would 
easily tie together new immigrants from all over the world, 
the Mediterranean vision faced many obstacles. Many saw it 
as an attempt to engineer and manipulate Israeli society while 
ignoring its real problems – the conflict with the Palestinians 
and the Arab countries. Others saw the Mediterranean vision 
as an unsuccessful compromise between Eastern and Western 
identities – a pleasant but unrealistic background to Israel’s 
dynamic and stressful everyday life. There were also those 
who considered (and still consider) the Mediterranean as 
the antithesis of progressive Western culture, and identify it 
with social practices of North African immigrants who were 
marginalized in Israeli society.  To these obstacles, religion 
as a political, social and cultural ideology, ,which returned 
in the 1980s to the public sphere in most of the countries, 
could be added . Indeed,  in recent years, religion has become 
a clasifizing, divisive tool that threatens to further split the 
communities on the shores of  the Mediterranean.

Associations with the Region in the Second Half of 
the Twentieth Century 

After World War II there were attempts to revive discourse 
about the Mediterranean as a strategic arena, perhaps in 
response to the American challenge. However, the sea 
quickly became no more than an American lake in more 
than one sense. Throughout the Cold War, East and West 
that were thought to be corresponded to different values. 
The Mediterranean was not recognized as a unique arena, 
neither strategically nor culturally. In addition, the search for 

generalisation and models took over, replacing the study of 
regions.  However, the collapse of the USSR, fuelled global 
and Regional social-cultural and economic processes, which 
revived political and social interest in the Region, as well as 
cultural interest, as a by-product.  The Mediterranean, after 
many years of hegemonic nationalistic discourse, became 
once again a focus of interest. While the motivation for this 
new discourse was mainly political and often accompanied by 
fear, it has lead to a fresh discussion over basic concepts such 
as the existence of Judeo-Christian tradition or a Judeo-Islamic 
tradition.  A clear demonstration of the new interest in the 
Mediterranean was in the creation of academic programmes 
in various universities throughout Europe as well as in research 
institutes that focus on the Mediterranean Region in Jordan, 
Israel, Turkey and North Africa. Interest in and studies of the 
Mediterranean moved from the domain of tourist agents and 
marine biologists to strategic research centers and foreign 
policy diplomats. Even in Turkey there is a tendency to discuss 
the Pax Ottomanica, that became a symbol of the political 
option marked by nostalgia for a pre-national, Mediterranean, 
pre-colonial world; again, an imagined perhaps even utopian  
space where Muslim and Christian worlds are not in constant 
conflict, but cooperate and influence each other mutually and 
productively.

Current Challenges 

Despite the growing interest in the Region, also in terms of 
political initiatives, there is no agreement as to whether a 
Mediterranean category is needed and what exactly it would 
reflect. Can old new  images be revived and become an 
integral part of our cognitive map, after the many years during 
which it was merely a reference category, not a metaphor or a 
unit of ideological identity? Have we, in the post-modern era, 
reverted from modern thinking which is based on dichotomies 
that create pure categories of nature vs. culture, East vs. West, 
rational vs. emotion? This way of thinking, after all, left no room 
for the cultural symbiosis that the Mediterranean represented. 
Can the Mediterranean be extracted from the Eurocentric 
discourse and provided as a new cultural political option? 
Are we willing to challenge major cultural assumptions and 
acceptable norms by questioning the grand democratic 

Intercultural Research Souk 
Taking place simultaneously in different locations, the 'Euro-Mediterranean Research Souk' has offered a platform for young 
researchers from around the Region present projects related to intercultural dialogue and the priories of the Union for the 
Mediterranean.  An intiative of the Euro-Mediterranean University (EMUNI, the second edition of the Research Souk was 
hosted at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina in partnership with the Anna Lindh Foundation, on the theme of 'Living Together in 
the Multi-cultural Society' and brought together around 150 students to explore challenges and opportunities, and develop 
projects which could support coexistence within and across societies. Through the use of online tools and webcasting, it 
was possible to widen the debate to researchers and academic experts in the participating countries, that is to say the Czech 
Republic, Egypt, Greece, Italy, Lebanon, Morocco, Palestine, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, Tunisia and Turkey.   

www.emuni.si

The Euro-Mediterranean as a Cognitive Map

After years of cultural and political decline, ignored as a 
unifying centre, the Mediterranean is, once again, the focus 
of discussions and cultural-political plans. The Barcelona 
Process since 1995, the cooperation between Europe and 
the Mediterranean, and the recent founding of the Union 
for the Mediterranean, have all adopted and redefined 
the Mediterranean as a historiographic concept, a uniting 
ideological cement and an economic, political and cultural 
programme. 

As was pointed out by researchers,  it is hard to determine 
with any certainty whether the Mediterranean Region ever 
had a common history and similar culture over time. The 
nations along its shores do not share similar traditions, the 
same language or the same structure of governance. It was 
the Europeans who, during the 18th and 19th centuries, 
shaped the Mediterranean idea as a romantic, ideal picture 
of a place where people of different religions could live side 
by side, a place of tolerance, safe trade and multiculturalism. 
A greenhouse for cultural symbiosis between religions and 
cultures along the Mediterranean shores, from Andalusia to 
Istanbul in the north-east and Alexandria in the south-east.

The Mediterranean in Historical Works

Geographical and historical works written in Europe, mostly 
in Germany and France, but also across the Atlantic Ocean, 
positioned the Mediterranean at the forefront of historical 
and geographic research emphasising the commonalities 
between the societies and cultures in the Region. The ethno-
geographical approaches in Europe received validation in the 
late 19th - early 20th century in the United States which quickly 
became the world’s centre of academic knowledge with 
deterministic ideas developed by geographers such as Ellen 
Churchill Semple (1863-1932) and the climatologists Ellsworth 
Huntington (1876-1947). There was no distinction between 
Spaniards, Greeks or Turks. People of the Mediterranean 
were seen as having primitive and feudal social institutions. 
They were a threat – like the Visigoths were to the Romans. 

The last fifteen years have seen a growing interest in the Mediterranean through political 
initiatives for Regional cooperation.  Yet, according to Anat Lapidot, there is no agreement to 
whether a 'Mediterranean category' is actually needed, and cogitative maps are created and 
are neither inherent nor natural.  Lapidot explores the historical evolution of this Regional 
identity, arguing that colonial images of the past should now make room for a shared vision 
which allows people of the southern and eastern shores to represent themselves.

These conceptions were reflected in historical attitudes, in 
formative images, in religious world views and missionary 
work, tourist fairs and even in forestation policies. Furthermore, 
the Mediterranean was constantly shaped and transmitted 
through the powerfull agency of the Hollywood film industry. 
From Cleopatra and Ben Hur, to Shirly Valentine and Midnight 
Express - powerful movies re-invented the romantic but 
primitive Mediterranean.   

To the geographical and sociological attitudes on both sides 
of the Atlantic, we must also add the contribution of European 
historians in creating the Mediterranean consciousness. 
Most prominent of which were Henri Pirenne (1862-1935), 
the German historian Shelomo Dov Goitein and the French 
historian Fernand Braudel (1902-1985), of the Annales School, 
who created a global and total model that ties human society 
to its physical geographic space.. Despite much criticism of 
their work, no one disputes that their publications contributed 
to positioning the Mediterranean as a historically and 
geographically imaginary distinct unit.

Other individuals who contributed to the creation of the 
Mediterranean as a organising concept were intellectuals from 
its northern and southern shores. Among them was Albert 
Camus (1913-1960), the French-Algerian author who tried to 
describe a secular cosmopolitan distinct Mediterranean space, 
a meeting place for traders, artists and tourists from around the 
globe. However, Camus was an exception within the Regional 
intellectual landscape. The Mediterranean concept did not 
receive much support along the eastern and southern shores 
– not in Lebanon nor in Syria, Turkey, Egypt or even Israel. In 
these countries the idea was marginalised, treated as merely 
a Regional framework and not as part of the forces that shape 
cultural identity. Most national intellectuals in Egypt saw 
themselves as part of other identity circles: African, Muslim and 
Arab. The Tunisian Jewish writer Albert Memmi, claimed that 
the Mediterranean is always described with generous handfuls 
of clichés and cautioned dreamers of Mediterraneanism 
against becoming pillars of salt . 

ANAT LAPIDOT-FIRILLA

VISION FOR THE MEDITERRANEAN
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Yes, I want to have a feeling of belonging, to know where 
I come from, to feel part of a place and to have a social 
context that supports my self-image, how I think and feel 
about myself.  But also yes,  I want to feel different from the 
spaces and people around me; I am dreaming and looking 
for a different sense of reality. Human beings need both of 
these qualities of self-conception – socially and spatially 
settled roles of belonging that provide the grounding and 
self-confidence to seek new places and activities to take 
us into the future.  The quest for identity plays a major 
role in identifying the old, valid concept of a common 
Mediterranean Region and in constructing a new one; this 
concerns people and nations, individuals and social groups, 
Mashriq and Maghreb, old Europe and new member states. 
When searching for a cultural and political common identity 
concept, the Mediterranean Utopia is well advised to start 
with a pluralistic concept of identity.  Following a concept of 
unity in diversity, identities become overlapping; they appear 
as a patchwork of common yet differentiated histories, of 
controversial political situations, of patterns of socialization 
and of cultural and religious roots that come to light in this 
process. In the  search for a common identity between the 
two shores of the Mediterranean, two sorts of desiderata 
emerge, namely the yearning for sameness and continuity on 
the one hand and the nostalgia for local identity on the other. 

Home and Belonging

To us, as a research team, the images shown in pictures of 
Mediterranean places do not look outstanding at all and 
could be in several countries of the world. Other partners  
try to discover a certain architectural style and want to verify 
the place as part of a specific national territory. For a resident 
himself who presents his house is very well defined, it simply 
represents his image: "This is my lovely home and here lives 
my darling wife." This is the way in which an interviewed 
dweller presents his photo of a house and a courtyard. To him, 
the home is a combination of physical and social elements, 
as an ascertained place with familiar yet outstanding people. 

The search for identity is of significance to people and communities across the Euro-
Mediterranean region, and continues to play a central role in the building of a common 
Region. Heidi Dumreicher and Bettina Kolb underline the importance of the local perspective 
in shaping the socio-cultural context in which identity evolves, from the house and the street 
to family members and neighbours. It is from this viewpoint that the authors contend that an 
emotional co-ownership can be developed as a basis for a shared future in the Region.  

Our home -the place and the people - the house, the street, 
the family members and the neighbours - all these elements 
together build up the basis for the specific socio-cultural 
situation where identity grows. The combination of individual 
and collective identity is the basis for cultural traditions, 
social activities, with personal and societal elements. Starting 
with the house, the space for the individual and her/his most 
closely related family members and friends, the identity 
space grows in concentric circles, in fields of spatial and social 
encounter (Dumreicher and Kolb, 2006 and 2008). Several of 
these fields can be related to hominess, and contribute t o the 
socialization of an identity construction. It is a combination 
of spatial and social elements that constructs the feeling of 
belonging and social affiliation: the family makes the house a 
home, the dwellers’ community in the street and the quarter 
transform an anonymous open space into a well known 
neighborhood that I belong to. 

These fields deliver a synthesis of empathy based identities, 
the social and spatial realm where the human being finds 
a place to express nearness and bonds of affection.  At the 
edge of the village or the urban quarter, the construction 
of 'sameness' and 'otherness' develops more and more 
influence. The process of common identity construction starts 
in this field:  the village becomes 'my and/or our'  village, the 
town becomes 'my and/or our' town and they are different 
from the neighbouring village or town. Artifacts and cultural 
goods are slightly different inside and outside these spatial 
fields, house forms combine local features and, at the same 
time, intrinsic elements of the region, and common folklore 
finds an idiosyncratic expression.  Even the language carries 
particular forms whether it be the accent or the wording. 
The nation state gives the geopolitical borderline to what 
we consider our people. The globe gives the broadest spatial 
frame - the human space within the limit of nature, where 
cultures and religions in their diversity create a multifaceted 
human identity. Beyond this spatial field starts the realm of 
philosophy and spirituality; these are concepts which can find 
their realm independently from the spatial place.  All these 

HEIDI DUMREICHER AND BETTINA KOLB

VISION FOR THE MEDITERRANEAN

Spaces of Belonging and Emotional 
Co-Ownership

peace theories and acknowledging the connection between 
the long process of European secularisation and nationalism 
with the ethnic cleansing of Andalus and the elimination of co-
existence Indeed, the greatest challenge today is how to create 
Mediterraneanism which does not deny its ties to the East – the 
Arab, Turkish or Israeli cultures – but instead delineates flexible, 
fluid conceptual and physical borders that allow a symbiotic 
relationship with the West. 

The Region’s history suggests a place where man can 
simultaneously be part of a number of communities and 
networks. Currently, Western sociological language cannot 
reconcile this complexity. The challenge is to create a new 
language that will allow conceptualisation appropriate to the 
new reality of Turks in Berlin, Moroccans in Paris and Russians in 
Israel. The shores of the Mediterranean are no longer another 
attraction, but part of the hyphenated fusion Region. The Euro-
Mediterranean is a region, but also a conceptual framework 
and an image. This analytical category requires coherence 
and a fresh, original point of view. Opponents of the Euro-
Mediterranean as a unifying ideology claim that it is unnatural. 
This claim is true in many ways, but it makes no difference. 
Cognitive maps are created – they are not inherent or natural. 
Furthermore, the same can be said about other social cements. 
After all, the elite in Cairo, Istanbul or Athens have little in 
common with their countrymen living in the economic, 
ecological and cultural periphery. In addition, in the last two 
decades the immigration map demonstrates that cultural 
symbiosis and a networked society in nature are not restricted 
to Christian or Jewish minorities only. The reality of hundreds 
of thousands of people moving from one continent to another 
has created a new dynamic. A dynamic that challenges even 
the fundamental definitions of who is European, not just who 
is Mediterranean. 

Respect for immigrants and new communities inside Europe 
is a basic demand. It is important, however,  to bear in mind 
that recognising the collective rights of communities and 
their heritage does not constitute a categorical agreement to 
accept all the social-cultural traditions of the past and present 
and implementing them. Tradition, we must remember, was 
written by men, and one of its roles is to maintain the patriarchal 

gender balance. A new Mediterranean vision must reject the 
remnants of patriarchy, as well as practices of discrimination 
and intolerance towards political, ethnic, gender, religious and 
sexual-preference minorities. 

To the displeasure of many, in recent decades it seems that 
regional geography has returned to centre stage. In light of the 
revival in area studies and in light of global changes, a need 
has evolved to return to regional terms and research, and 
the need for definition and re-conceptualization of regions 
and their relationship with other disciplines. To the aversion 
of discussing the need for area studies in general, we must 
add the aversion of discussing the Mediterranean specifically, 
stemming from a complex history, emotionally charged with 
anti-colonial sentiments. The people of the Mediterranean, 
who were referred to as the South, felt being the periphery 
of Europe and Mediterranean options only emphasised their 
subordinate status. However, current trends in scholarship 
dealing with peripheries have favoured the development 
of internal discourses that originate within these so-called 
margins and that define themselves in their own cultural 
terms. At the same time, scholars – whose research deals 
with postcolonial and subaltern theory – have also suggested 
overturning the dominant discourse and provincializing 
Europe itself. Such a shift may allow for the treatment of the 
Mediterranean as central to academic inquiry and will help 
lead to the re-conceptualization of Europe and other Regions 
themselves. The challenge is how to accomplish this without 
falling back on oriental descriptions that send the discussion 
in the direction of unfounded romantic nostalgia, which sees 
only the olive branches and lemon trees, a romantic sunset 
and attractive beaches where lovers stroll. The sea and its 
shores are paved with dozens of bodies of immigrants and 
hard-working fishermen. The colonial images that created the 
Mediterranean should be replaced with ones that will allow 
people of the southern and eastern shores an opportunity to 
represent themselves, and to become active agents of change 
in economy, history, politics and society.

ANAT LAPIDOT-FIRILLA is Senior Research Fellow and 
Academic Director of the Mediterranean Neighbours 
Unit at the Van Leer Jerusalem Institute.

Israel - The Arab Jewish Youth Orchestra
With the aim of fostering friendship and understanding, the 'Arab-Jewish Youth Orchestra' consists of around twenty-four 
young musicians aged between 15 and 28 years old – twelve Arabs and twelve Jews – coming from various parts of Israel. 
Musical direction comes from Taiseer Elias who is renowned in Israel and other countries for his artistic skills and deep 
knowledge with regards to Arab music, and the initiative aims to promote mutual understanding to audiences across the 
Region. Concerts have been performed in Jewish and Arab locations, and venues across Europe, and the project is seen as a 
success in terms of its musical development and social impact. One of the artistic achievements is in creating a new sound 
and composing original works in addition to works taken from Oriental Arabic or Jewish traditions, a mixture of East and 
West, which is also reflected in the instruments used, Oud, Kanoon, Cello and Violin. When the musicians perform together 
on stage, it is an opportunity to illustrate the message that harmony and coexistence is a reality and a possibility for  all.

www.youth-music.org.il


