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Introduction

Moderator Erwin Jans (Het Toneelhuis, dramaturge) opens by explaining that a round-table discus-

sion on relations between the ‘Arab world’ and ‘Europe’ starts out from two very heterogeneous concepts. 

There is a lot to say about these relations, which have been historically determined. Over the course of 

centuries, different historical events, developments and power relations have shaped the image we have 

of each other. But every crisis entails opportunities, and today we will talk about the possibility of artistic 

exchanges with six people around the table. 

Lassaad Jamoussi is a cultural ‘agitator’ who does different things: director of the festival Journées 

Théâtrales de Carthage in Tunisia, professor at the University of Carthage, as well as actor and critic. 

Nedjma Hadj Benchelabi is director of Ad'Hoc Platform and is based in Brussels. She has worked with

a theatre company that develops its work in close relation to the city and has curated a festival in Les

Halles; she works as a freelance curator. Mohab Saber is a theatre director and producer from Egypt;

he is the executive director of El Madina, a centre for performing and digital arts in Alexandria. 
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Omar Fetmouche (Algeria) works as an actor and theatre director; he is the founder of Mouvement 

théâtral Ménaili, an independent theatre structure, and he also represents the Festival International 

du Théâtre de Béjaia. Ahmed El Attar represents D-CAF, the largest contemporary theatre festival in 

Egypt. Fadhel Jaïbi is the director of the national theatre in Tunis. 

Moderated by Erwin Jans, the discussion between these six not only mapped out the current situation in 

the Arab countries after the Arab Spring. 

Their accounts also demonstrated that artists and art workers can develop a wide range of possible artis-

tic strategies to take a stance in a rapidly changing but continuously polarised society: from participatory 

practices to more ‘aesthetic’ approaches, injecting new perspectives through beauty. But throughout 

these differences, we can see a common need for time and space to meet, for encounters, exchanges and 

 collaborations. Not only for artists working in the Arab world, but also for artists with a migrant back-

ground living and working in Europe. Important considerations were made with regard to the ways in 

which these collaborations should and should not be initiated and organised.

After the individual statements and a discussion among the six participants of the panel, three artists 

were invited to add their perspectives. Each has a particular experience of working both in Europe and 

the Arab region, consciously trying to connect both: Mauro Paccagnella, Chokri Ben Chikha and 

Youness Khoukhou.

1. Theatre after the Arab Spring

We started by reviewing and describing the current situation in the countries and art sectors represented 

on stage.  

In Tunis there are 600 independent theatre companies, but quantity does not automatically mean quality. 

What is the situation like in theatre in Tunisia? Have political developments had an impact? Of course, 

says Lassaad Jamoussi. After a long struggle by the wider civil society, freedom of expression and other 

rights were inscribed in the constitution after the Arab Spring (2013). However, today we are still in a 

state of resistance. We used to oppose a military dictatorship. Today we face the threat of a theocratic 

 society, through the same constitution. We are trying to militate for an open, democratic, civil society. 

The role of culture and the arts in this approach is quite important, and one can say that the militant 

 position is a major one within the performing arts.

In Algeria there was no Arab Spring, adds Omar Fetmouche. In recent history, however, there have been 

other revolts, which have been comparable in their objectives. In Algeria, Islamists gained legitimacy 

through elections. Since the elections of 1991, freedom of thought has been under attack in Algeria. 

There was a real war. Today, one can say that terrorism has been defeated, but the monster can come back 

to life any day, as fundamentalist elements can still be found everywhere and can be released in fertile 

political contexts.
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Ahmed El Attar takes issue with what he calls ‘the alarmist discourse’. He calls himself a left-wing 

 thinker who is not religious, but he has a problem with discourse about ‘Islamist’ monsters. The  problem 

is that one homogenises all Islamist thinking, while many different positions are possible within it. 

When we engage in this alarmist discourse, we make the same mistake as what is happening in Europe 

today: homogenising and demonising, hence avoiding the confrontation of ideas that should take place. 

It is important for society to have differing opinions, not a pensée unique, a doctrinaire approach, and to 

allow the expression of ideas. ‘Of course, everyone is against terrorism. But we must ask ourselves, why 

are these feelings important today? We cannot justify their acts, but there is also the question as to why 

people take up arms? What conditions led them to this point?’

Nedjma Hadj starts by stating that she doesn’t wish to speak for or represent a country, but that she will 

speak from her own experience as an individual actor. She lives and works in Brussels, and precisely this 

has allowed her to be mobile and to meet people from the Arab world (also by inviting them). Due to visa 

issues, among others, this was not possible operating from Arab countries. It is really necessary to create 

spaces for encounters. These spaces have become increasingly rare. There have been a lot of initiatives in 

the past, e.g. Meeting Points, but a lot of these initiatives have stopped. Do we always need to start from 

scratch again? We really need to start building up these relations with the Arab world. Islam in Europe 

has developed. Especially with the attacks in Paris and Brussels, it has become clear that radical ideas 

about Islam are being distributed, while it is unclear by whom. We are losing touch with youngsters, 

we need to renew the dialogue and have an exchange with them. So we must continue to ask urgent 

 questions: what does being European mean in their eyes? And why do some feel the need to go to Syria? 

2. The role of art in civil society and artistic 
strategies for building bridges

How can art and artistic actors help build this civil society and build contexts for exchanges in a changing 

context? What position can artists take, what strategies do they need to develop? 

Mohab says that after the revolution in 2011, there was a need to work more with people in the streets, 

to exchange ideas, to bridge the gap with the minds and thoughts of people who were prejudiced towards 

the arts. So we started setting up artistic productions outside of venues. We did this between 2011 and 

2014, with workshops in different artistic disciplines, in new neighbourhoods, to produce and present ar-

tistic work on social issues. In 2015 there was a large-scale production that combined different disciplines 

and highlighted issues relevant to minorities. This show toured 12 cities in Egypt, in really marginalised 

areas. The revolution made us aware that our role is more about not pretending to be masters, coming out 

of elite theatres, and to make contemporary art relevant to people by making it interactive.

Fadhel Jaïbi states that his position is that he does not make ‘art for art’s sake’, but neither does je just 

make ‘political art’. Art needs to ‘alarm’ by touching minds and hearts. When talking about society, 

the individual is important. Art has to relate to what it means to be human, an individual, a citizen. 
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That way, it can create a conscience and oppose closed views on the world. This has been Fadhel’s credo 

about art as citizenship for many years. However, today we are working in difficult conditions. 

The revolution has to happen through kindergartens and primary schools. Our daily struggle is to develop 

a  programme, creations, structures for creation and distribution that can claim enough autonomy to 

continue to challenge current ideas about women, homosexuals … Raising awareness is important, but the 

upcoming elections might make this difficult.

Lassaad states that we are engaged in a struggle between two different worldviews within one society: 

one starting from the individual as a free actor and another starting from a more tribal, religious point 

of view, which considers the community before the individual. We need to take up a ‘border position’. 

When talking about bridging gaps between different cultures and peoples, culture and international 

exchanges are really important. At the time of the Gulf War, we worked together with people from dif-

ferent backgrounds to create a common response to the polarised political situation and to international 

political cynicism. Today our position is still relevant. Our festival has become a platform for South-South 

exchanges, presenting and co-producing work. Today with the festival we are focusing on developing 

co-productions with partners from different origins. We have encountered huge differences between 

different parts of the countries, so we ‘decentralised’ the festival and developed different strategies in dif-

ferent spaces. We are also organising a conference with theatre directors from Africa, trying to make this 

exchange more structural. The aim is to better the conditions for artistic exchange, both South-South and 

South-North. There is e.g. a pan-African panel and a panel connecting Arabic players (both African and 

non-African) and a North-South panel, to which all European partners are cordially invited.

For Ahmed, the work of D-CAF is not conducted from a North-South perspective. The idea is to have an 

international festival, starting from personal affinities with the work of specific artists in different disci-

plines. The North-South or South-South configuration is not relevant, because the nationality of artists 

and their work is of secondary importance. ‘Today we are working under difficult conditions, both in the 

East and in the West. Society is becoming more closed, more fearful. In this context, of course there are 

differences of opinions. But the difference between military dictatorship and religious fundamentalism 

is relative: these two resemble each other in the sense that they promote and force a pensée unique, while 

we need difference. In a world of hate and fear I want to present art, to present works of beauty. This can 

be art for art’s sake, as long as it provokes people to look differently at the world and to open up to differ-

ent perspectives. This is the approach of our international festival, and this stance is relevant everywhere, 

also in Brussels.’

3. The challenge of international exchanges

Several of the positions and artistic strategies presented above mention the significance of internation-

al exchanges. Nedjma mentioned earlier that the fact that she has been based in Brussels enabled her 

to meet and collaborate with people from different parts of the world and that festivals in Europe have 

served as a meeting ground for artists from the same region who previously were unable to meet. 
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Both Lassaad and Ahmed run programmes in which collaboration across boundaries has been crucial, 

whether crossing borders between specific regions is a goal in itself or a consequence of an artistic quest. 

One could say that the value of exchange and collaboration as such – as a way of supporting one another 

in practice and as a way of exercising dialogue through difference – can be considered unquestioned. 

However, we should carefully consider the conditions in which they happen. 

 

Nedjma has already pointed out that initiatives for encounters have popped up, but that it is hard to 

make them more sustainable. Something which also needs to be considered is the way in which existing 

 opportunities are framed. For instance, the fact that programmes such as Creative Europe can make 

things happen but at the same time create conditions for possibly unhealthy collaborations. What does it 

mean or establish if organisations from non-European countries can only be engaged as ‘third countries’ 

and should be taken under the wing of a European organisation? 

Nedjma also stressed that collaborations and dialogue truly happen around work when one is at work. 

It is a matter of creating the right context for that work to happen. She paid homage to the En Marche 

festival in Marrakech, which has been operating for ten years now. The idea is to create space and time for 

creation, for dreaming. And there is also the need to present the results of this work, to make this visible. 

En Marche is a nomadic festival working with different venues. So there is both a need for retreat and for 

visibility. These conditions are very rare, however, because venues and institutions are quite closed. 

In Morocco, it is very difficult for artists to gain access to the theatres. 

At the same time, it is true that artists of younger generations are connected in various and rich ways,  and 

that they create their own formats and platforms for exchange. They are connected in a more networked 

way, using digital means, which makes this ‘North-South’ / ‘South-South’ framework a bit obsolete. 

We should acknowledge that there are different battles. There are the battles we have to fight in the 

Arab region, for which we can ask ourselves whether Europe has a role to play. The resistance, power 

and  creation are already there. Next to that, when we meet, we should carefully formulate what defines 

the common ground on which we meet. If we hold meetings like these today, what fundamentally is our 

 common ground? We need a ‘solidarity of the senses’.

In the meeting of people from different regions, we should also be careful not to reduce people to being 

a spokesman, informant or representative of the country or region. It happens over and over again – on 

this panel, too – and we have to finally move beyond that and move forward on the basis of content, of our 

positions and perspectives, as artist Meriam Bousselmi pointed out from the audience during the final 

discussion. 

4. Artists and their experiences

Three artists were invited to join the table. Each of them had a particular experience of working both in 

Europe and the Arab region, consciously trying to connect both. From the perspective of their practice, 
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they added valuable insights with regard to what was discussed above: the artistic strategies for building 

bridges and the challenge of meaningful international exchanges. 

Mauro Paccagnella has worked in Alexandria with his Brussels-based theatre company Wooshing 

Machine. As part of the Atlas project (set up by Wallonie-Bruxelles Théâtre/Danse), he was invited to 

work at the El Madina structure and to encounter other theatre-makers. Mauro stated that it is important 

to have space for encounters, both to work with different art disciplines and to discuss societal issues. 

The ‘Open Bridge’ project was set up: the aim was to have room to create for a week and to present the 

result in Alexandria. What was important for Mauro was to enter into the collaboration with as few pro-

jections or preconceptions as possible and to consider the meeting as the goal, rather than a specific idea 

of a project or realisation. This kind of residency can be seen as grains which need to be nurtured further. 

They require a conscious effort to become more durable.

For some years already, Action Zoo Humain, the theatre structure of Chokri and Zouzou Ben Chikha, 

had wanted to create a piece about the revolution in Tunisia. Chokri and Zouzou are second generation: 

their parents migrated from Tunisia to Belgium and they were born and raised in Belgium. As members 

of the second generation, they didn’t really know much about Tunisia, aside from the parts of the country 

which they got to know travelling as children. Even though they didn’t have a particularly meaningful 

relation with Tunisia – or perhaps because of that – they felt the need to explore the artistic scene in 

Tunisia. This opened up a new world. It opened their eyes. They were invited by the festival Journées 

Théâtrales de Carthage, which really changed their view on what is happening in the region and on the 

Arab Spring. 

So they changed the original subject of the piece they had in mind. ‘We asked ourselves: what does 

Tunisia need right now? And what can we bring to the table? Which position should we take as artists: 

an activist, political position? Or not? What does solidarity mean? We created a crowdfunding platform 

for Tunisian artists.’ It is important to raise questions. We learned that it is a false dilemma, the question 

of whether to make political art or to take some distance and reflect or to make something beautiful. 

There is no   opposition between the two. There is no political and non-political art. Even if we were to play 

Snow White, it is political, it is choosing a position. We are in a battle. The power relationships between 

North and South are there and should not be neglected either. 

Younes Khoukhou feels he has travelled a path ‘in-between’ two worlds. He grew up in Morocco but 

his dance training took him to several countries, living outside of Morocco over the last eight years. 

Originally he was a hip-hop dancer in Marrakech, like many youngsters there, and different encounters 

allowed him to continue his love for movement and dance professionally – first in Tunis, then France and 

finally Belgium, following P.A.R.T.S. and being part of the contemporary dance scene here. It is really 

the individual encounters that forwarded his path, opened up possibilities, allowing for the sharing of 

knowledge and experience. ‘The “in-between” position makes me reflect about what I had before and 

brought here, and about what I am building up here in connection to the questions of my current environ-

ment. I am part of a group of young artists who go back to Marrakech every year to present what they do 

and share knowledge. I have been giving workshops in Marrakech and Casablanca. Sharing knowledge 
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and tools through workshops has a value of its own, next to creating together. There is a real need there to 

work and to create. How are we from Brussels going to nurture, to cater for this need? I feel a responsibili-

ty to share what I was able to build up. 

Official venues in Morocco offer limited opportunities. They are quite closed, certainly for dance. 

But there are underground, independent initiatives, new spaces and places where people are actually 

working with a lot of energy. This work needs to be supported. If initiatives are taken to create opportu-

nities for artists to work – e.g. through the international networks we are part of today – it is of utmost 

importance to listen to what is already there. Not to come with big ideas and an attitude that ‘they should 

be educated’. So much is already there, so much is happening – what the people who are on the ground 

need is to be given tools so that they can navigate their environments.’ 




