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Abstract 1a session

What is the Mediterranean?

Introduction to the first session

By Sandro Giuglia (Medlink Committee)

The Mediterranean sea, the cradle of the most important classic civilization (the Phoenician, Egyptian, Arab, Greek, Roman etc.) has been playing an important role in the centuries. The Mediterranean was a place where exchange and mediation between different knowledges, languages, religions, arts and civilizations took place: thus it allowed the promotion of common cultural elements in the countries on its shores. Even today it can be considered as an area where two continents meet in historical and cultural terms. 

The Mediterranean has also been the scene of war, invasions, clash between religions and fights for the power: from the Egyptian and the Roman Empire, through the Ottoman Empire and the Crusade, the Mediterranean has witnessed a colonization process. It is crucially important that the final discussion promoted by Medlink takes into consideration the historic context, so that the discussion outlines a possible way to change this trend, which represented today, due to the globalization, by the rule of the Western European countries in the southern part of the world and, in particular, in those countries which are on the coast and by the role of the new laissez faire process. 

In this context, a necessary dialogue with the European institutions should be promoted, bearing in mind the fact that they do not usually consider the Mediterranean area as a single, uniform area, with extraordinary resources. The European institutions tend to have an “Euroatlantic” vision, which is influenced by the economic and political relations with the West and the United States. On the contrary, the Mediterranean is only a geographic area where a market policy has been implemented and this had created the promotion and the legitimization of those dictatorial regimes which rule in most Arab and African countries. Therefore, in order to discuss this, we should consider the following question: Can the Mediterranean become a homogeneous politic and social area, where people can feel they are involved and able to give an answer to the new imperialism movement? We should understand whether the Mediterranean can become a place where it is possible to make a comparison between North and South; a place for promoting peace and mutual knowledge, a place full of energy, able to calm down religious extremism - which is alive and growing in the Arab countries – as well as economic and politic extremism, promoted in the capitalistic West and at the very basis of ruling policies, both economic and military.

Fatos Lubonja - Albania

“We should not ask what the Mediterranean is, but why the Mediterranean does not exist”. In order to analyze the main issue of the discussion, the writer Fatos Lubonja talks about his native country, Albania. “Our history is a special one, but not very different from that of other countries in the area. For the Albanian people, the Mediterranean, at least in the last two centuries, did not exist”.

Lubonja identifies the reasons of this approach: “First of all, we should blame the nationalism, at first in XIX century and then in the last century, because it has marked the separation from the Ottoman identity, which was 500 years old. Nationalism has also promoted an interpretation of history based on dividing elements rather than common ones”.

The reasons of the distance between Albania and the idea of the Mediterranean – according to the writer – are different: “For all the Eastern Europe and in particular Albania, the Communism was an element of separation from the past. After the Second World War, progress and modernity developed, and – as a consequence – the separation from the Ottoman, Balkan and Mediterranean identities”.

In the past few years the trend has not changed: “After the fall of Communism – Lubonja explains – the post-communism elite promoted the Euro-atlantic project, which became more important during the ‘90s”.

The Albanian writer is not optimist about the future: “In order to create a Mediterranean area – he says – we should start to destroy all these myths, to re-interpret the history in order to find common elements, instead of dividing ones. For this purpose we should have a new project for the future, which is difficult to find at the moment”.

Belkacem Lounes – Amazigh

“Should we have to talk about the Mediterranean as a singular or a plural entity?”. Belkacem Lounes, at the Amaghiz World Summit (Berbers from North Africa) asks this question. And he gives an answer: “The Mediterranean – he says during his speech – has different languages, cultures and religions, but it can be considered as a plural entity also for other different aspects, which are imposed by governments, such as conflicts and economic differences”.

This process of separation – he says – is ongoing: “The propaganda of the different parts has strengthened these divisions. The countries from the North continue to make considerable progress, and they exploit the southern part of the area”.

Europe is also responsible for this trend, because it has expanded –Lounes says– towards north and east, without considering the southern part”.

In this context, just part of the story which occurred on the other shore of the Mediterranean is told: such as the Tuareg’s massacre, carried out by the African government with the support of the French and the persecution of the Berbers in Maghreb. According to Amaghiz, the consequence of these events, is that “people fled their home countries because of their need of justice rather than the need of food”. 

In order to change this situation –Lounes says– “we do not have to think about ourselves. We are here because we want to find bold men and women who want to cooperate for the creation of a Mediterranean area which shares justice and freedom values and eliminates barriers”.

Nahed Badawia  - Syria 
“Some days ago I went for the first time in a Mediterranean city, Salerno, and I feel like at home, as if I were in Damasco, thanks to the food and the way they spoke …. I understood there what being Mediterranean means”. In the first part of her speech Nahed Badawia, member of the Syrian Forum for the promotion of democratic dialogue (Jamal al Atassi), she becomes very emotional.

But afterwards she analyses the situation better: “I am here because I would like the the Mediterranean to promote development. A real effort is needed in order to promote a cooperation between populations. So far only relations between regions’ elite and governments existed, but not between different populations”. In order to achieve the objective some obstacles have to be eliminated. When talking about Syria, Badawia identifies two obstacles. “First of all – he explains – democracy. We are subjected to censorship, but we manage to take action anyway”. The second and more important issue – according to the Syrian – is Israel: “In Syria we always consider the same issue and we say ‘If Israel is there we do not take part’. The Israeli presence blocks everything”.

The presence of activists and organizations from Israel not only hinders the involvement of different entities, but undermines the authority of those present: “The fact –Badawia says – is that governments exploit the Israeli presence to make public opinion be against us”.

Touriya Lahrech - Morocco

Touriya Lahresch is a member of the Moroccan Social Forum. “In the different countries in the Mediterranean area we have different objectives, but most of all the difference is represented by the way we try to achieve such objectives”. 

In order to promote cooperation between the two shores of the Mediterranean it is necessary to overcome the old divisions, going “beyond the approach of the past”. Lahrech talks about the situation in Morocco and the colonial contrasts with France and Spain, but the same approach can be useful while considering other places.

Also the Moroccan activist outlines the role and the shortcomings of the European Union. “Europe is becoming more and more pro-American, and focuses its attention on the other shore of the Atlantic. We followed the debate on the EU enlargement, and we realized that the United States tried to influenced it with the help of Great Britain”. How can we change this approach and promote relations within the Mediterranean area? “It is important what the media broadcast –Lahrech says -. When television and press talk about the southern shore of the Mediterranean, they focus on extremism, rather then talking about the civil society”.

At the same time – the Moroccan concludes – we should promote education: we need a generation who knows tolerance and diversity and is able to listen to others. We need a project for the Mediterranean, which takes people into consideration”.

Sherif Y.F. Hetata - Egypt
First of all, I would like to thank the Italian colleagues for their efforts in organizing this meeting. 

I am an Egyptian doctor and writer and I have been participating in all the political activities in my country for 60 years. I think it is necessary to promote unity in the Mediterranean area, but there is an obstacle in achieving this objective: in the past the relations and the links among countries in the area have been relations and links between governments and elite, and not between populations. Even in Egypt, those who consider the country as part of the Mediterranean are an elite, and not the majority of the population. 

It is a twofold reality: one is represented by an elite linked to colonialism and one by a majority subjected by feudalism. The main purpose of this meeting is to transform the relations among elites in relations between populations. I would like therefore that these meetings will be organize in the future by representatives from the North and the South of the Mediterranean, who belong to the relative elites, so that they can gain experience and exchange knowledge, in order to face the challenge of eliminating this separation between people.

There are also other important issues, such as nationalism, religious extremism and the problem of culture. 

For those who live in the Mediterranean area the common problems regarding the social and economic life are as important as those regarding war and peace. Therefore I think that the approach which should be used is a cultural approach and only afterwards the economic and social issues have to be considered.

Finally, I think it is particularly crucial to be aware of the diversity of the various movements which characterize Islam: Muslim Brothers cannot be considered all extremists, terrorists and so on.

Bruno Amoroso – Italy
During the ‘90s the European agenda focused its attention on the changes in the Mediterranean area: from a fragmented area towards a more integrated system. In Barcelona, in 1995, this idea was promoted together with the idea of a shared welfare. 

Today, after fifteen years, we can see what the objectives we have achieved are.

The Mediterranean has always been at the centre of the attention, but, among the outcomes, there were negative outcomes too.

The Barcelona process, which was created on the basis of economic trades among Mediterranean countries, failed. The trade and cultural relations between North and South are still based on oil and weapons trade, while, those trades which involved the countries in the southern part had negative outcomes. Moreover, the objective of reducing immigration waves through the creation of job opportunities in those countries has not been achieved and instead, emigration from those areas in the Mediterranean has increased.

Anyway there are still good news on the basis of which a new process can begin. 

First of all the civil society, both in the North and in the South, has become more aware of the situation and played a stronger role in the world (just consider Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt, Algeria and Morocco). 

In the South this awareness has been lead by political organizations, which focus their attention on people’s problems. On the contrary, in the North the civil society is still dependent on politics and institutions and it is not enough independent. In these meetings, the participation of trade unions is crucial, even though they risk to become institutions.   Some important changes in European policies are taking place. While in Barcelona, the main idea was that of ‘links’ based on solidarity between populations and countries, today the main idea is that of ‘links’ based on friendship. In other words Europe gives up a multilateral approach and prefers a bilateral approach: it eliminates the idea of Mediterranean and takes into consideration the single countries, especially those which belonged to the former USSR. In this context of change in the relations between countries in the Mediterranean area, the best solution is to create bilateral links between North and South: this means the creation of ‘solidarity links’, of a cooperation between companies, organizations and other civil society’s associations. This could enhance local development, through cooperation in markets which are not based on capitalism. 

In this context, NGOs, which are based in the North and not in the Mediterranean area, should be modernized. Initiatives should be based on mutual respect and solidarity, and not on false friendships.

Yasmina Zerrouk - Algeria

I am a member of a Women Journalists Association and on this occasion I will talk about the role of the media in the promotion of a Mediterranean and European area. The images broadcasted in Europe fuel fears towards the Mediterranean countries and I think that the civil society should play a major role in changing this trend. The Western media do not allow civil societies in our countries to express their voice and therefore it is necessary to create different media, through which we can broadcast a more tangible knowledge than the one broadcasted by cable television. I think that exchange initiatives are really important for achieving this objective and different initiatives have been implemented in order to create new audio and video format which offer a different point of view and which focus on peace. We need to think about it and promote such programme, which enables to reduce the digital divide, through a better knowledge of the new Information technologies. It is also crucial, for women from the Arab world, to promote their image and their voice, since they are usually broadcasted as forms of extremism. We need to find common elements between the associations of our countries so that these can be promoted in other countries.    

