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European cultural institutes are 
spread throughout the South-
ern Mediterranean. Each 
institute takes on a different 
political, social, and econom-

ic role depending on the country’s culture. 
Local communities have expectations from 
cultural projects that influence the challeng-
es within each country and their European 
partner. Projects may aim at developing 
partnerships, yet the starting points may 
vary and colonial elements are still highly 
influential. To learn more about the influ-
ence of European cultural institutes in the 
Southern Mediterranean, I carried out in-
terviews with artists and cultural operators 
in Algeria, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, and 
Malta. Through them I gained insight into 
the realities experienced by people active in 
their own territory, while using these experi-
ences to reflect on the wider Mediterranean. 

The people contacted are engaged on both 
local and international levels, which allowed 
for a fruitful exchange of ideas and experienc-
es. I contacted colleagues and friends from 
the Association BJCEM (Biennial of Young 
Artists of Europe and the Mediterranean), es-
tablished in 1985 in Barcelona and one of the 
veteran artistic initiatives in the region, repre-
sented locally by the literary association Iniz-
jamed. BJCEM opened up contacts who are 
active cultural participants in each location, 
as well as in Europe and the Mediterranean.

Different Mediterranean territories offer 
their own blend of cultural expression and 
cooperation. Their particular characteristics 
need to be respected. However, my research 
aims at extracting indicators of common 
challenges and opportunities faced by peo-
ple within these different territories. The 
goal is to provide reflections and recommen-
dations which cater for local realities within 

the Mediterranean. As a result, the outcome 
is to propose a set of common actions. As 
argued by the UCLG (United Cities and 
Local Government) in Agenda 21, working 
together with a greater understanding of 
each other would benefit the different Med-
iterranean communities. This is preferable 
to maintaining today’s situation where each 
city or local authority operates separately or 
with limited coopreration. 

The interviews also show that the term 
‘the Arab world’ is a gross oversimplification 
of the complex existing realities. Neverthe-
less, common trends do exist and are used 
as reference points in the accompanying 
analysis. In writing about common cultural 
challenges faced by the Arab world in the 
Mediterranean context, the reflections of-
fered by Ahmed Moatassime are of particu-
lar assistance. He notes that identity is main-
ly related to language, self-perception » 
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and representation. These are important fo-
cal points for any research dealing with cul-
tural relations in the Mediterranean. Moa-
tassime’s aspects strongly featured in the 
interviews, together with the interaction be-
tween contemporary and traditional inter-
pretations of identity. In ways which recall 
observations by Toynbee as well as Franco 
Cassano on power struggles in cultural rela-
tions, Moatassime notes there are many geo-
political and geosocial elements at play. He 
identifies two opposing lines that are of crit-
ical importance in this analysis. The first is 
the ‘cultural resistance’ that favours the ‘spe-
cific’, in the expression and study of personal 
plus collective identity, in other words, what 
individuals and communities express and 
experience in an area. The second is the wid-
er, more encompassing perspective which is 

http://www.universityresidence.com


THINK CULTURE

55

connected to the overarching geopolitical 
realities. For this research, the framework of 
geopolitical realities are provided by cultur-
al relations within the Mediterranean.
Moatassime highlights two other important 
elements which shape Arab cultural expres-
sion in relation to Europe and the Mediter-
ranean, namely: 

i. the Mediterranean North–South divide is 
represented by who dominates whom; and 
ii. the influence of globalisation, European 
influence, and culture. He notes that Fran-
cophony, Europeanism, and globalisation 
(coupled to the US, China, and Brazil) can 
be described as ‘extra-Mediterranean’, but 
over time, they have enmeshed themselves 
within the Mediterranean fabric.

Moatassime’s analysis is also useful in my re-
search by distinguishing between different 
groups of Arab people from the Southern 
Mediterranean by identifying them as:

i. Europhiles (or those who put foreign cul-
tures before their own);
ii. local culture supporters; and
iii. those at ease with both cultures.

The social and political upheaval in the 
Southern Mediterranean has changed the 
context of culture in these states. As pointed 
out by Marc Lynch, these recent develop-
ments have gone hand-in-hand with cultur-

al, artistic, and political expression. At the 
moment of protest, these fused into pow-
erful tools for change. As Lynch notes with 
good foresight, the emergence of a transna-
tional public sphere was driven by domestic 
repression and political entrepreneurs. They 
took advantage of new media opportunities 
to invoke a shared identity.

The study of cultural policy allows en-
gagement with various elements of human 
expression. It encourages the interested in-
dividual to structure diverse outcomes in 
ways which may lead to recommendations 
and action. All across the Southern Medi-
terranean there are concerns with language 
and ethnic belonging to identify groups, the 
flow of migrants and the mix of cultures, 
the struggle to make projects happen in 
spite of limited resources, and establishing 
structures for communities, like schools and 
centres. In each territory the wants are dif-
ferent but urgent. For change to take place, a 

thorough analysis of the situation can drive 
a plan for sustainable action based on solid 
political will, vision and a concern with the 
human dimension. •
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“the term ‘the Arab 
world’ is a gross 
oversimplification  
of the complex 
existing realities”

Protesters attend a rally in Tahrir Square, Egypt, to call on the ruling Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) to transfer power to a civilian adminis-
tration and to honour the revolution’s martyrs. Photo by Iokha, Flickr
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