The Mediterranean Sea
[This contribution is an edited version of the talk prepared by Dr Maurice Berah and read by Joseph Borg at an MHA meeting]

The Mediterranean Sea, the Sea surrounded by lands, stretches for about 3500 km from east to west and about 1400km from north to south and could be considered a lake because until the end of the 19th century when the Suez Canal was dug, it had only one exit/entrance, the Straits of Gibraltar, the mythical Columns of Hercules, through which only the bravest of sailors ventured into the Atlantic Ocean. The shores of many countries are bathed by its waters from the Iberian)peninsula (Spain and to a much lesser degree, Portugal), the southern coastline of France, the Italian peninsula, the coastline of Yugoslavia, the Greek peninsula, the massive one of Anatolia, the shores of the Middle East (Syria, Lebanon, Israel) and those of North Africa (Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco). 
The sea is rich in islands. Sicily, the largest, divides it in the Eastern and Western Mediterranean. In the eastern part we find important ones, Crete, the cradle of the Minoan civilisation, Cyprus made famous in Shakespeare's play Othello, the Moor of Venice, Rhodes, the Dodecanese archipelago and many more.
 
I mention an island of particular interest to all of us who are here, Malta so very small and so rich in history and situated so near to the center of the Mediterranean Sea that it could be considered to be its navel.
 
To the west we find two more big islands, Sardinia and Corsica and the Balearic Islands. In past millennia to recent times these islands were considered important stepping stones that facilitated all sorts of communications, traffic and exchanges between themselves and other lands.
 
Three peninsulas jut into our sea, the Italian, the Greek and the Anatolian. They share some important features. They are mountainous with big mountain chains and deep valleys that separate and isolate countries, arable land, water basins, lakes and rivers, all of vital importance for communities that depend on agriculture for their survival. They are also poor in minerals but have one common redeeming feature which is the Mediterranean climate which is of great help to agriculture, and the olive tree, the vine, wheat, all kinds of fruits and vegetables that can be grown in practically all lands that surround the Mediterranean shores. It also accounts for the obvious similarities of the foodstuffs and the meals of the Mediterranean communities. 

Another important subject is RELIGION. From time immemorial the early civilisations were polytheistic, i.e. they worshiped many gods. But the lands of the Eastern Mediterranean saw the birth of the three monotheistic religions. The first, the Hebrew, remained localised in Palestine and practiced by the Jewish people. The second, Christianity preached by the Crucified Son of God spread all over the Mediterranean and Western Europe as the Roman, Apostolic, Catholic (of Rome, of the Apostles) and in Eastern Europe, from Byzantium, a Greek colony on whose territory Emperor Constantine built and named the new capital of the Roman Empire Constantinople as the heart of The Greek Orthodox religion, Monasticism, and Coptic Christianity were born and flourished in Egypt.

The third monotheistic religion was founded by the prophet Muhammad centuries later and it too spread like a wild fire from the Arabian peninsula towards the Middle East, the Anatolian Peninsula {Turkey) and the populations of Mediterranean Africa, the Maghreb, (now Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco) who  adopted the Moslem faith. The green flags crossed the Straits of Gibraltar into Spain and moved on into France but failed to win them to their faith.
 
I do believe that religions played a great role in creating the Mediterranean concept. And to this role the Greek and the Roman eras (in their own ways) gave their own contributions. And from this melting pot, in spite of all the wars that took place, in spite of all the bitter disagreements, the political machinations, the greed and the crimes that were committed, there arose the great civilisations of the Western world as we know it nowadays, rooted, I believe, in the history and influence of the Mediterranean Sea.
 
But how did this sea become a melting pot, a mosaic, a tapestry, this unique mixture of different ethnic groups, religions and cultures? Through a slow process that took centuries during which peoples moved in search of land where they could settle down and establish their colonies. They were not migrants in the sense we understand this term and the term migration something decided upon by individuals, but approved and regulated by the countries selected by the migrants Colonies were established by countries who had an excess of people and who shifted to other lands taking with them their language, their gods, their habits, their mentality, who arrived on their means of transport. The Phoenicians who were excellent seafarers, sent their ships from their homeland in the Middle East and settled in their colonies along the North Africa coastline and went as far as South Spain and France. The Greeks colonised most of Sicily and Southern Italy and in such numbers that those lands were known as MAGNA GRECIA, Greater Greece, and Rome having conquered the whole of the Italian peninsula and all the land around the Mediterranean called it MARE NOSTRUM, our sea. Colonies could be described as microcosms of the lands they came from with most of their features, their good and bad points, even the propensity to make war with each other. From the coalescing of the natives and the new arrivals new, stronger, more alive identities would emerge and, eventually, new civilisations would replace the old, pre-existing ones. 

Over 5000 years ago it was the Egyptian era, followed by the Phoenician. The Greeks left their contribution, the evidence of their civilisation in their works of art, in their architecture, literature, philosophy and political maturity; democracy, the government by the people was born in Greece, the country that defeated two Persian invasions and whose eminent statesman, Pericles, said, quoting from Sophocles the great tragedian "The world is full of wonders but none is more wonderful than Man, responsible for himself and shaper of his destiny" and Pericles, the architect of Athens' golden age forecasted its glory when he said in one of his orations "future ages will look at us in wonder in the same way as we the living ones look at ourselves”. 

The Roman warriors built the largest empire of antiquity but they left to posterity more important things than ephemeral territorial conquests and an incredible road system that were to last for many, many centuries. They gave us Latin, a language that would become the English of antiquity, spoken in all their conquered territories and was to become the basis of all modern languages of Western Europe, Portuguese, Spanish, French, Italian, Rumanian and parts of Switzerland. They left also left a concept of codified law that lasted for over a millennium. Great builders of roads, stadia, temples and public baths. Two magnificent amphitheatres can still be admired,one in the South of France and the other 200 km. south of Tunis and during the mere couple of centuries of the Roman presence in Anglia they left their mark with words  of Latin origin  in the English language. 

A tantalising problem has exercised the minds of historians and anthropologists and has created a lot of discussion and differences of opinions, namely: Is it possible to talk of a Mediterranean 'entity'?.
 
What is this entity that we call Mediterranean, what are the factors which according to Gilmore (Readings, p.23  divide the Mediterranean countries geographically in or around it, into Mediterranean and non-Mediterranean? Gilmore, an anthropologist cites historical and ecological aspects shared by most countries, i.e. agriculture, the growth of the olive tree, the vine and wheat being the basic food in most areas, as I have already mentioned them above, and socio-economic, patterns which are similar when and where agriculture, was the basis of society. 

The affinities, the elements that form a civilisation are quite obvious and accepted by the countries of the Western Mediterranean that created and shared them but what about the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean? What are, if any, the points of contact between the peoples and cultures of the East and the West?
 
A historian, Edward Said (born in Palestine and a Professor of history of an American University) believes that the East can play a role of its own even in the Western Mediterranean world as a positive partner. Both areas share geography, history and cultural features. Many of the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean were absorbed in the orbit or became colonies of Western Powers, particularly France and England, countries that introduced cultures, languages, customs, food, dressing, systems of teaching and schooling thus creating a mimetic Western European Orient.
 
These policies, based on instilling the belief and the acceptance of the superiority of the culture of the Western World were applied with advantageous results for the colonisers and regrettable ones for the "natives". It was also applied particularly to the lands of the Maghreb (Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia) and France's overseas territories in Africa and Asia.
 
Said believes that most real, intrinsic values of the Orient have not been lost or destroyed but lay dormant and can be returned to the original owners and on this approach Orientalism is based on the concept that domination by Western powers has resulted  in a culture which is completely alien to the culture of the Middle East countries. 


A corollary to this concept is the following. Do anthropologists accept that a ‘Homo Mediterraneus’ can be identified on physical and common characteristics? 

Early Mediterranean societies had only a vague concept of racism, particularly of  races being superior to other ones. Scarcity of arable land, increases in population were solved through exporting their excess populations, creating colonies in nearby lands which were under-populated and could accept them thus creating a two way fusion, the new arrivals being absorbed into the native element or they being absorbed into the new inhabitants. It seems that there was never a problem of conquest or domination of the natives by the "invaders". The Phoenicians established colonies in Spain. Greece created colonies in Sicily and Southern Italy. They were as much Greek as those they had left behind them. 

The effects of slavery will be discussed later. Mediterranean slavery arose as a result of victorious wars when whole populations of the defeated foe became the property of the victors. But However, though at the mercy of their masters, eventually, they would eventually be absorbed, thus injecting new blood into the host populations.
 
Obviously a Mediterranean is not a Nordic. But attempts to find obvious differences between a Southern Italian, a Greek or a Palestinian or even an Armenian will strike some problems.
 
I revert to my original description of this area as a melting pot of peoples, cultures and contributions to an overall concept. I could also describe it as a magnificent mosaic that artists or capable artisans can create using mounds of  monochromic, lifeless pebbles by cleverly mixing them to obtain the desired work of art and, at the risk of repeating myself, I stress once more the reasons on which I can base and accept my concept of a Mediterranean Sea Culture. The reasons can be summarised as follows: 
 
1) They all find in the Mediterranean ideal conditions for their growth and development, 
2) Their societies are based first on husbandry and agriculture as they are food growers and shepherds. 
3) The sea is rich in islands, their coastlines abound in bays and harbours that offer easier displacements and protection for their primitive shipping facilities and therefore it becomes possible to establish contacts with other lands and create trade and cultural exchanges with other lands to mutual benefit. 
4) Their basic political structure is the City State but while Greek cities refuse or are unable to coalesce into large viable states (and this will apply also to the Etruscans), Carthage and Rome manage to do so thus creating two powerful states that will engage in a ‘to-the-death’ fight, out of which Rome will emerge the victor. 
5) The three are "Slave Societies". They cannot develop without slavery. There is no machinery and even tools are too primitive to replace man's hands in the work of the fields and in the mines. 
6) Necessity is the mother of invention and this applies to all of them as they become experienced seafarers and, later on, for military reasons, they need metal ores and as early as the first millennium they mine and work iron needed for the making of tools, scythes, hoes and weapons. They also mine other metals like silver, gold and copper. 

What about the inhabitants of the Italian peninsula? By the 8th century BCE, several ethnic groups could be identified such as the Etruscans, the Gauls, the Greek and the Romans. The term 'Italia' applied only to its Southern part which corresponded to modern Calabria. Only many centuries later and during Emperor Augustus’ era, did the term come to indicate the whole peninsula. In earlier times many groups were divided into sub-groups that took the name from the regions in which they lived, Liguri from Liguria, Veneti from Veneto in the North. Scattered all over we strike a bewildering array of ethnic names, Etruscans, Sabini, Umbri, Latini, Sanniti, Campani and Siculi. But two well identifiable groups originate definitely in places outside Italy. The Greeks in southern Italy and in Sicily and the Carthaginians in the Eastern section of Sicily and Corsica. 
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