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FOR A BORDER-DIALOGUE IN ‘FORTRESS EUROPE’: 
THE REAPPROPRIATION OF MEDITERRANEAN ROUTES 

Luigi Cazzato1 

Abstract: Contemporary Europe is again haunted by the old stereotypes of 
corrupted southerners and virtuous northerners, lazy Mediterraneans and vigorous 
Teutons. This paper aims to survey these tropes among current academic and 
public debates, from postcolonial and southern studies perspectives. These labels 
and views have to do with discursive formations such as orientalism and 
meridionism, and stretch back to the Mediterranean colonial history dominated by 
northern modernity. Terms like “change”, “innovation”, “modernity” on one 
hand, and “immobility”, “tradition”, “backwardness” on the other, can be easily 
and predictably attributed to the two geo-cultural spaces. Nevertheless, our task is 
less attributing the right category to the right side than disrupting the whole 
paradigm, under the pressure of the migrations from the South. 

Keywords: Border-dialogue; Fortress Europe; PIGS; Mediterranean, 
orientalism; meridionism; southern thought; modernity; modernization; tradition. 

Fallacies 

Two of the fallacies regarding social change usually are: social change is a 
linear movement in time from a traditional past towards a modern future; the 
assumed irreconcilable conflict between old and new structures. In fact, these two 
fallacies have been profoundly challenged, at least within the academic context, by 
postcolonial and southern studies. Above all, these studies have contributed to the 
diffusion of a critical spatial consciousness. Nevertheless, there is a third fallacy to 
be challenged. The opposition past/tradition vs. present/modernity, according to 
European mainstream thought, has a precise geography, a precise map. As a result, 
this fallacy reads: change and modernity is northern, immobility and tradition is 
southern (or, if preferred, Mediterranean). This fallacy is as old as Modernity, that 
is to say as old as Enlightenment. 
 
Brave New North vs. Timorous Old South 
 

Though modern liberal society was born in England at the time of the so-
called Bloodless Revolution in 1689, it is to France we should turn for a moment, to 
listen to one of the fathers of constitutionalism, Charles-Louis de Secondat, notably 
known as Montesquieu. In L'Esprit des Lois, he memorably claims: 

                                                           
1 University of Bari “Aldo Moro”. 
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Les peuples des pays chauds sont timides comme les vieillards le sont; ceux 
des pays froids sont courageux comme le sont les jeunes gens … Vous 
trouverez dans les climats du nord des peuples qui ont peu de vices, assez de 
vertus, beaucoup de sincérité et de franchise. Approchez des pays du midi 
vous croirez vous éloigner de la morale même…2 

 
According to Montesquieu, then, vice and virtue have a precise climate and 

geography: the north is young and virtuous, the south old and immoral. These are 
sentences written almost three centuries ago which, however, would bring a 
knowing smile of recognition to the lips of the Euro-American technocrats of 
econometrics. Half a century later, still following the climatic hermeneutic tool, 
Hegel claims that in the extreme zones cold and heat are too powerful to allow 
Spirit to build up a world for itself. 
 

The true theatre of History is … the [European] temperate zone; or rather, its 
northern half, because the earth there presents itself in a continental form, 
and has a broad breast, as the Greeks say. In the south, on the contrary, it 
divides itself, and runs out into many points.3 

 
To the German philosopher, the real theatre of world history is the more 

homogeneous and compact region of continental Europe, since Mediterranean 
Europe is too heterogeneous and fragmented to form coherent nations and 
civilizations. 

 
Euro-Mediterranean PIGS 

 
If this is so, we have found the roots of modern-day technocrats’ moralist 

economics, according to which the Mediterranean countries are to be called 
"PIGS", an acronym that would gather together the countries of Portugal, Italy, 
Greece, Spain (of course Italian conservative politicians maintain that the “I” 
stands for Ireland rather than for Italy).  

Contemporary Europe, therefore, is still haunted by the old stereotypes of 
corrupt southerners and virtuous northerners, indolent Mediterraneans and vigorous 
Teutons. According to Agence France Press, PIGS has been used as an 
abbreviation for Euro-Mediterranean countries since 1999, when these countries 
and eight more countries decided to adopt the euro as a common currency. 
However, the phenomenon started earlier, when the Schengen Treaty for the 
                                                           
2Charles de Secondat, Montesquieu, L'Esprit des Lois, 1748, XIV, chap. II (trans: 
« inhabitants of warm countries are, like old men, timorous; the people in cold countries 
are, like young men, brave … If we travel towards the north, we meet with people who 
have few vices, many virtues, and a great share of frankness and sincerity. If we draw near 
the south, we fancy ourselves entirely removed from the verge of morality... »), 
Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989. Print. 
3 G.W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. John Sibree, Charleston: Nabu Press, 
2010, p. 80. Print. 
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abolition of borders was signed and a fear of border trespassing was felt. Although 
champagne was offered at Milan and Rome airports to mark Italy's full 
membership of Schengen, The Economist wrote the following: “Other Schengen 
countries – including Austria … – remain highly dubious about Italy's apparently 
lax controls over illegal immigrants, many of whom move on to other EU 
countries.”4  

At this point one might reason that this is so because a journalist was 
speaking. What about serious scholars? Let us consider Niall Ferguson, the British 
Professor of History at Harvard University named as one of the 100 most 
influential people in the world by Time magazine in 2004. This is the incipit of his 
semi-humorous article in The Wall Street Journal, in which he envisages the future 
of Europe: “Welcome to Europe, 2021. Ten years have elapsed since the great 
crisis of 2010-11, which claimed the scalps of no fewer than 10 governments, 
including Spain and France. Some things have stayed the same, but a lot has 
changed”.5 An amusing map shows Scandinavia and Germany hypertrophically 
enlarged, while the Mediterranean countries are shrunk to a Lilliputian size. It 
reminds us how southern continents were truly represented in the 19th century, 
with Africa much smaller than the real Africa and Europe the opposite. One might 
argue that Ferguson is a neocon and has contributed as an editor for Bloomberg TV 
and, on top of that, has also been an advisor to Republican U.S. presidential 
campaigns. However, the problem is that his views are shared by a wider audience, 
larger than the conservatives. In northern countries, it has become common sense: 
the story goes that the Greeks are lazy, the Italians corrupt, the Spaniards 
unreliable… they are only good as beach attendants or gardeners, as the 
newspaper’s map shows. The “natural” consequence is that they are not able to 
have a stable economy. Economy becomes a moral fact.  

Here, the adjective “natural” is not accidental. There is someone who has 
connected intelligence to genetics and history. It is hard to believe, but Richard 
Lynn, British Professor Emeritus of Psychology at the University of Ulster, has 
conducted research under the title: “In Italy, north-south differences in IQ predict 
differences in income, education, infant mortality, stature, and literacy”. It is even 
harder to listen to his conclusions. Why is the IQ of southerners lower? 

 
The diffusion of genes from the Near East and North Africa may explain 
why the populations of southern Italy have IQs in the range of 89–92, 
intermediate between those of northern Italy and central and northern Europe 
(about 100) and those of the Near East and North Africa (in the range of 80–
84).6 

                                                           
4 “Those fuzzy frontiers”, The Economist, 11 December: 1997. Print. 
5 N. Ferguson, “2021: The New Europe”, The Wall Street Journal, 19 November: 2011. 
Web. 
6 R. Lynn, “In Italy, north–south differences in IQ predict differences in income, education, 
infant mortality, stature, and literacy”, Intelligence, Vol. 38, Issue 1, January–February 
2010: 99. Web. 
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According to his unbiased result: “IQs decline steadily with more southerly 
latitude”7. In other words, the more southern the worse, the more northern the 
better. Once more, in this case as far as intelligence is concerned, geography is a 
destiny, as much as genetics is. Since over the course of history there has been 
considerable immigration by peoples from South-East, “the north–south gradient of 
intelligence in Italy has a genetic basis going back many centuries, and hence 
predicts the social and economic differences documented in the nineteenth century 
up to the present day.”8 We have come then to the core problem: the Mediterranean 
is not simply but dangerously the sea between the lands. Southern Europe is too 
close to Africa and Asia. Hence its imperfection.  
 
From Orientalism to Meridionism 
 

But a step back. Let us read for a moment a passage from Said’s 
Orientalism: 
 

Orientals or Arabs are … shown to be gullible, “devoid of energy and 
initiative”, much given to “fulsome flattery”, intrigue, cunning, and 
unkindness to animals; Orientals cannot walk on either a road or a pavement 
(their disordered minds fail to understand what the clever European grasps 
immediately, that roads and pavements are made for walking); Orientals are 
inveterate liars, they are “lethargic and suspicious”, and in everything 
oppose the clarity, directness, and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon race.9 

 
I am sure that for many of us reading these words raised the thought: these 

are not Arabs, they are southerners, Italians, Mediterraneans. Southerners cannot 
properly use a pavement either, nor are they modern and open to change and 
innovation. Tradition, backwardness, immutability are their dimensions, as the 
stereotypical discursive formation would have it. Apparently, according to the 
north-Eurocentric perspective, East and South share the same destiny. According to 
that historical perspective, indeed, progress has apparently followed the route of 
the sun (Voltaire)10, from East to West, that is to say, from despotism towards 
freedom (Montesquieu)11. Once this path has been identified, the next step is to 
turn progress into a teleology. Hegel, who claims that “the history of the world is 
none other than the progress of the consciousness of freedom”12, also claims, after 
the Philosophes, that it “travels from East to West, for Europe is absolutely the end 

                                                           
7 Ibid. 
8 Op. cit., p. 100. 
9 E. Said, Orientalism, London: Penguin, 2003: pp. 39-40. Print. 
10 Voltaire, Essais sur les Moeurs et l'esprit des Nations, vol. I, Paris: Antoine-Augustin 
Renouard, 1773: p. 377. Print. 
11 Charles de Secondat, Montesquieu, op. cit. 
12 G.W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. John Sibree, Charleston: Nabu Press, 
2010: p. 19. Print. 
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of history, Asia the beginning”13. It goes without saying that “Africa is the 
unhistorical, undeveloped spirit, still involved in the conditions of mere nature”.14 
No wonder that Mediterranean began to be disregarded and, at the end of the 18th 
century, the northerners began to look for the exact European border where History 
stopped; to look for the threshold through which one passed from progress to 
backwardness, from civilization to barbarism, in short, from proper Europe to the 
first glimmers of African continent. As a consequence, Europe has constituted 
itself not only against the Orient but also against its South, which has been the 
“constitutive outside”, to quote Judith Butler, 15 even though it was and is inside 
Europe. I have elsewhere called this discursive formation “meridionism”, which is 
brother to orientalism but not overlapping with it16. If orientalism was born as a 
cultural tool for the implementation of European colonialism, meridionism was 
born as a cultural tool for the foundation of modern European identity. 
 
Modernization or Modesty and Moderation? 
 

Indeed, it is time to ask what is modernity. First of all, we may distinguish 
modernity from modernization. If modernity refers, as Jean and John Commaroff 
point out, to “a vision of history as a progressive, man-made construction, to an 
ideology of improvement through the accumulation of knowledge and technical 
skills…”17, in short, after Arjun Appaduray, if modernity is a fact, modernization is 
a (western) theory.18 Or, still through Commaroff’s words, modernization is a 
theory that “posits a strong normative teleology, a unilinear trajectory toward the 
future … to which all humanity ought to aspire.”19 Once you have accepted this 
distinction, you realize that every people and every region of the world may have 
their own “vernacular” modernities which contrasts with their traditions. Appadurai 
disagrees with modernization theory's identification of societies as modern vs. 
traditional, urban vs. rural, and so on, for he sees irregularities within both so-
called modern and traditional societies. For instance, such modern metropolitan 
cities as Sao Paulo or Cairo experience modernity and tradition simultaneously. 
The same is true of Europe or any other part of the world in which both traditional 
and modern ways of life are experienced at the same time.  

                                                           
13 Hegel, op. cit., p. 103. 
14 Hegel, op. cit., p. 99. 
15 “… the subject is constituted through the force of exclusion and abjection, one which 
produces a constitutive outside to the subject, an abjected outside, which is, after all, 
‘inside’ the subject as its own founding repudiation” (J. Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the 
Discursive Limits of Sex, London: Routledge, 1993: p. 3. Print. 
16 Cf. L. Cazzato, “Oriente within, Nord without: il meridionismo e i romantici inglesi”, 
Altre Modernità, N. 8, 2012. Web. 
17 J. and J. Commaroff, Theory from the South: Or, How Euro-America is Evolving Toward 
Africa, Boulder/London: Paradigm Publishers, 2012: p. 9. Print. 
18  A. Appadurai, Modernity Al Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Minneapolis: 
Minnesota U.P., 1996: p. 2. Print. 
19 J. and J. Commaroff, op. cit., p. 9. 
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This being said, we may take, for instance, the problem of Islamic traditional 
culture and the awkward, and for sure uncomfortable, question of jijab (the veil). 
The interesting thing about it, for instance, is that Islamic feminisms tackle the 
issue of the veil and gender equality not through Occidental modernity but through 
a re-reading of Oriental traditional, that is to say, through Oriental modernity. We 
are talking about a new interpretation of the Koran that denounces the patriarchal 
contradiction with the assertion of equality of all believers vis-à-vis God. 
Furthermore, not only do Islamic feminisms put into question androcentric Islam, 
they may also interrogate Western culture.20 The Moroccan Fatema Mernissi 
denounces the patronising misogynist Islamic culture, but at the same time also 
lays bare the patronising Western male view of “liberated” women, through what 
she calls “the tyranny of the ‘size 6’”. Indeed, after realising that in a big Paris 
store there was no skirt for her, Mernissi sarcastically concludes: “I am so happy 
that the conservative male elite does not know about it. Imagine the 
fundamentalists switching from the veil to forcing women to fit size 6”.21 The 
interesting thing here is also the discovery that the Westerners impose their own 
jijab on women too.  

So, as Franco Cassano puts it, provided modesty is not imposed by males but 
freely chosen by women, the East can teach the West the revolutionary potential of 
opacity.  
 

Modesty is not only a repressive cage that those who seek emancipation 
must escape. It is also a grammar of the relationship between bodies that 
incites pride and builds opaqueness in a world of windows and shops. 
Modesty has often been an interdiction decreed by the powerful, a claim of 
dominion over the body of another; but it can also be a tassel of individual 
freedom, an interdiction that protects the individual from the temptations and 
the omnivorous pretenses of the market, the safe-keep for a private space 
rescued from universal commercialization, which forces the latter to wait 
outside the door.22 

 

                                                           
20 Actually, and astonishingly, in the early 18th century Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (the     
wife of the British ambassador to Ottoman Turkey) examined western culture through what 
she could see and experience in Istanbul. According to her direct experience, contrary to 
“extreme stupidity of all writers” that have given accounts of Turkish women, they have 
more liberty than the English have: “This perpetual masquerade gives them entire liberty of 
following their inclinations without danger of discovery ... Upon the whole, I look upon the 
Turkish women as the only free people in the empire” (The Selected Letters of Lady Mary 
Montagu, ed. Robert Halsband, London: Longman, 1970, p. 96). These statements are more 
astonishing if compared to Montesquieu’s ones about the servitude of oriental women 
connected with oriental political despotism. 
21 F. Mernissi, Scheherazade Goes West: Different Cultures, Different Harems, New York: 
Washington Square, 2001: p. 219. Print. 
22 F. Cassano, Southern Thought, New York: Fordham U.P., 2012, p. 150. 
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This is a way in which Eastern “modesty” interrupts the perception of 
Western love manners, revealing, at the same time, other possible (and forgotten) 
manners. It is as if the conquest of the ‘new’ can be performed through the re-
appropriation of the apparent ‘old’ of the other. We are not expected to look to the 
past in a nostalgic mood… ‘the good old things’, to feed the essentialist idea of a 
South made of Blood, Land and Tradition. Of course, in what we call “tradition” or 
“past” there are a lot things to be thrown away… cruel superstitions, silent 
subordinations and fierce exploitations. But there may be also something precious 
which points to the future. If we do not adopt this ‘ecological’ attitude towards our 
past, or towards what we consider belonging to an outdated world, our present 
loses something crucial, and its neurotic run towards the future is unrestrained. 
Moderation, indeed, is another key word for southern thought23, which may 
counter the totalizing drive of modernization. 

Furthermore, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak speaks about two kinds of 
communities: the responsibility-based communities, like Islamic society, where 
human individual rights are neglected, and rights-based communities, such as 
North-Western ones, where on the contrary what is neglected is the sense of social 
responsibility. Therefore, the epistemological lesson to be learned by the so-called 
non-modern communities, as the Bengalese scholar would have it, can be that 
“another antonym of right is responsibility.”24 Of course, the opposite is also the 
case in point, as Spivak does not fail to remind us. She is not “suggesting that they 
[responsibility-based communities] are better, just that they are different, and this 
radically different pair - rights and responsibility – need to relate in the hobbled 
relationship of supplementation.”25 
 
Roots, Routes and Mongrel Europe 
 

Similarly, and ultimately, the outlook of the others may be a chance for us to 
consider so-called “tradition” in a non-traditional way. It is a chance for us to 
supplement our view through the others’ eyes. We are quite far from the 
hierarchical if not racist views of Ferguson, Lynn and company. The “diffusion of 
genes from the Near East and North Africa”, to speak Lynn’s words, may be a 
blessing for Europe and its idea of community as a Fortress. It may be a blessing 
for the West and its Faustian idea of civilization as linear endless progress to be 
imposed on everyone on the planet. Either Europe recognizes its Mediterranean 
roots (backgrounds) and routes (paths) or it is nothing. Identity, if you should 
choose one, is not a stable pure condition. If we can turn to botany, identity is a not 
a carrot (a single root) but a potato intertwined to other potatoes (a rhizome). There 
is no root-identity, only rhizome or relation-identity, as the Caribbean poet 

                                                           
23 Cf. F. Cassano, op. cit., pp. xlix-liv. 
24 G. C. Spivak, ‘Righting Wrongs’ South Atlantic Quarterly, vol. 103, n. 2/3, 
Spring/Summer 2004: p. 534. 
25 Ibid. 
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Édouard Glissant puts it: “La racine unique est celle qui tue autour d’elle alors que 
le rhizome est la racine qui s’étend à la rencontre d’autres racines.”26 

Finally, the proposal is, then, of a border-dialogue, as the Mediterranean 
waters have taught us for centuries. Far from being a negative contamination, as 
the Schengen Treaty and its supporters would have it, the “intrusion” of the global 
South into Europe may be a chance for the continent to be supplemented and, for 
Southern Europe, a chance to be seen as no longer a periphery, but the center of a 
new creolizing world, in which the Mediterranean may retrieve its ancient role of 
cultural and economic crossroads.  

Paradoxically, thanks to the traffic of human beings towards Europe, the 
Northern Mediterranean (that sort of imperfect Europe), finally has the chance to 
re-experience its pluriverse. The many people of the Mediterranean are incurable 
mongrels: their identity is full of alterity. Cassano utters the ultimate words here 
again: 

Mediterranean today means putting the border, that line of division and 
contact between people and civilizations, center stage … We do not go to the 
Mediterranean to seek the fullness of our origins but to experience our 
contingency. The Mediterranean shows us the limits of Europe and of the 
West.27 
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