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�e term Indigenous has different meanings.

Its heterogeneous contexts and meanings have a common 
root in late XVIth century Latin, in the era of geographical 
discoveries, when the coining of a new term, or nexus of 
terms, to indicate elements that were generated-in specific 
places became appropriate.

�e original meaning is based on a definition of indigenous 
both for human beings (the ancient peoples, the indigenous 
inhabitants of a region), and for animal or vegetable species; 
in the latter case it indicates the autonomous, willing or 
unwilling process of adaptation, on the part of introduced 
species, to the ecosystems in which, although they were not 
native, they had been inserted.

In a complex process of transposition of meaning, in interna-
tional law the terminology indigenous/indigenisation indicates 
the system of law of so-called ‘human rights’, which an indivi-
dual is entitled to in any state because s/he is a “human 
being” (for example, the right to freedom and to personal 
inviolability). 

In contemporary history, the lemma derives from the French 
indigénat which, in colonial France, indicated the legal status 
of the natives of the colonies. 
�is sense represents an original combination with a mea-
ning that became widespread in those countries in the post-
colonial period, which indicated the legal and cultural pro-
cess enacted by local political elites, in order to 
re-appropriate the constitutive elements (a language, a 
religion, an economic sector) that they saw as fundamental 
for the birth of a new national entity, but which, at the same 
time, saw local cultural traditions as extraneous.
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�e central theme that seems to me common, in the various 
works of Federico Baronello, is contamination between places 
and cultures, places and civilizations.
�at is to say, variety within a local unit.

Having lived for several years in Cairo, I have seen this, so to 
speak, from the other side and, in this case the contamina-
tion, the presence of different civilizations and cultures, also 
includes the Italian culture and civilization of the past.
To start with, the buildings of Cairo, especially those built in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most of which were 
designed by Italian architects; but also the small things of 
everyday life, for example, the Egyptian tradition of the junk 
dealers, who continue to roam the streets of present-day 
Cairo crying "Bikia, bikia!"
At first, I thought this was a word with its root in “bakaia” 
meaning “leftover things”, which did not make much a lot of 
sense.
�en, one day, I was at a concert and saw an album title, 
written in Arabic, which meant nothing to me ... “Rubabikia” 
... and then I finally realized that the “Bikia” that the Egyp-
tian of 2016 shouts in the streets, while collecting old things, 
was the tradition of the “robi-vecchi” (rag and bone man), 
brought by the Italian community that lived in Egypt, from 
at least the nineteenth century until the 1952 revolution.

�e experience of the southern coast of the Mediterranean 
too, therefore, is an experience of mixing, of co-presence.

I currently work at the Department of Study of Muslim 
Civilizations, in the plural. Plurality is a very important 
theme which, in my opinion, emerges in the works exhibited 
here. In order to observe it, though, it is necessary to be 
endowed with vision. 
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We know that we begin to really see things when we have a 
word for them, when we have a concept. I was recently made 
aware that blue is a word which languages have acquired only 
comparatively recently. Until the word for blue appeared, the 
colour blue was not seen.
�ere still exists a tribal group, the Himbas of Namibia, who 
have no word for blue.
An anthropologist conducted an experiment with several 
members of this tribe, putting some squares in front of them 
which were all green except one, which was blue, and asking 
them which was the different square. None were able to 
recognise the difference. �e Himbas, for their part, have 
several different words for green, and were able to immedia-
tely recognise the odd one out when a slightly different shade 
of green was included among the group of green squares. 
�is would be impossible for us, apart from those few with a 
well-developed sense of colour.

If we do not possess, or do not use, a word or a concept, we 
do not perceive the reality that lies behind it.

�e process works in reverse too; and so, if we use the word 
Islam, in the singular, or Arabic in the singular, we only see 
unity and singularity, while the lived experience is always one 
of plurality which, just like everyone else, we have to absorb 
to some extent.
A plurality of experiences, a plurality of life histories and a 
plurality of components which lighten the weight of a unity 
that is necessarily dogmatic and dichotomising, since one 
unity clearly defines itself in relation to another.

For this reason, it is also useful to think of multiplicity 
during our participation in this exhibition.
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�ere are various signs of this that, however, will be hard to 
understand if we are not equipped with the necessary infor-
mation to interpret them.
�e characters, too, that are used in the graffiti written on 
the images shown in the exhibition, demonstrate such 
variety, such diversity in the spectrum of images presented by 
Federico Baronello, that we are compelled to take notice.
On the other hand, if we do not open ourselves to the recep-
tion of this diversity, everything will seem Arabic to us, 
including the Nigerians, for example, who are not Arabic. 

�erefore, when you look at the various documents displa-
yed, I would urge you, instead of seeking a unity, to look for 
diversity, a diversity in the experiences and life histories that 
are shown. In my opinion, Federico Baronello does this with 
great clarity, even if, naturally, much depends on our willin-
gness to adopt this approach, on the degree to which we are 
able to see the diversity which he has captured in his works. 
�is is a most important aspect; I would like, finally, to 
return to the concept of civility and civilization, for which 
the Arab uses the word “Tamadun”. 
�is is based on a tradition of translation from the Greek 
language of the Abbaside period, which takes us a fair way 
back across the centuries. �e word that the translators of 
the Abbaside used to translate the term Polis - a Greek word 
- and the word Civitas, in Latin - was the word Medina, and 
‘civilization’ therefore became Ta-madun.

Paradoxically, something that appears as very different, 
shares in the idea of civilization itself, it has the same root as 
that in city.
�e city, the polis/civitas, is a basic element in envisaging 
civilization both on the south and north coasts of the
Mediterranean.
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Hence, as well as multiplicity, there is also more
communality than divergence.
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