Opening of Lebanese
Norwegian Cultural Week,
12 April 2010


Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to be present here this evening for the opening of the Lebanese-Norwegian Cultural Week.

First and foremost I would like to thank Nahnoo for taking this initiative and to have it included in the programme  for the Beirut World Book Capital. I am also grateful to the Lebanese Ministry of Culture for the support and collaboration given.
And last but not least, I would like to thank the Norwegian writers who are taking part in the cultural week starting here today. The fact that so many of you wanted to participate, is for me a proof of the interest in Norway and among Norwegian cultural workers, in cross cultural and cross religious issues and discussions. And I believe it is also a sign of the more general interest in Lebanon and the Middle East in Norway.

This cultural week represents a great opportunity to exchange, share and discuss views and experiences on cultural issues between Norway and Lebanon in general. However, one of the most important and interesting aspect of this week is in my view that a major part of the programme takes place at different universities in Beirut. To include and involve young people in the dialogues that the programme offer, is indeed important. Young people are tomorrow’s leaders, and changes in any society will have to start with the young generation.

The issues of women and religion, of Islam in the West, of human rights and democracy in the Arab world, the issue of freedom of expression and freedom of the press, are all issues on the agenda during this week. As we all are well aware of, there is a lot of controversy around these issues. To me, it seems that much of the controversy is based on lack of knowledge about each other’s culture, traditions and history. There is a tendency to react strongly to something we think we know, but that often turns out to be based on misconceptions about “the other”.

The issues that will be raised and discussed during the Lebanese-Norwegian cultural week are issues of great importance both for the Lebanese and the Norwegian society. Norway is traditionally a homogenous society both culturally and religiously (with one important exception though – the Sami people) that over the last decades has had to learn to live in, and even create, a more multicultural and multi religious society. This has proven to be a big challenge both for the politicians and for the individual Norwegian.

Lebanon on the other hand, is indeed a multi religious society with her 18 recognised  confessions. As an observer living in your country, I must admit, that it looks more like the different religions are living side by side than living together.

It is my hope that the many debates that will take place during this week will be fruitful. I also hope that these discussions and dialogues will contribute to an increased knowledge about each other’s society and the values that our respective societies are based on. Most of all I sincerely hope that this cultural week will contribute to a greater respect  for each other’s values and beliefs. Some seems to believe that respect is the same as accepting. For me this is definitely not the case. For me respecting the other plays an important part if we believe in creating a better world based on mutual understanding between peoples, cultures and religions.

I am looking forward to an interesting cultural week and I also hope that this is only the beginning of a friendship and a closer cooperation between Lebanese and Norwegian cultural workers.

Thank you!
