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Building cultural bridges to foster a more
democratic and inclusive society: the case
of the Alentejo (BRIDGES)

CIDEHUS (Interdisciplinary Centre of history, Cultures and Societies), University of Evora

Executive summary: culture as an essential element of democracy

The Education at a Glance report placed Portugal in a critical position in terms of educational standards on the global
stage, an issue directly linked to economic inequalities and access to education (OECD, 2026). The situation in
Portugal’s poorest region, the Alentejo (non-coastal), is exacerbated by other difficulties such as poor transport links
and low population density, which make it difficult to overcome structural inequalities. It is necessary to counteract the
historical and economic inequalities in the Alentejo, which manifest as social and educational inequality.The “Ponte
Cultural-BRIDGES” project proposes to act through culture to overcome these differences and promote inclusion
among the most vulnerable groups. To this end, the project: 1) Begins with a review of the literature on these
inequalities in areas affecting the fundamental rights of the most vulnerable groups (BRIDGES, 2026). 2) Carries out
work on cultural agents and culture: data collection, surveys, mapping, interviews. 3) Promotes knowledge
dissemination, reviews the latest international trends and explores forms of inclusion through art (BRIDGES, 2026).
These complementary approaches highlighted the urgent need to implement strategic and investment measures to
support small cultural organisations and existing historical associations in the Alentejo; to carry out initiatives through
culture to support groups most vulnerable to inequality (women, people of colour, the poor, the elderly, those with
neurodivergence, disabilities, and mental health conditions); develop stable support networks; promote visibility in
communication, so as to integrate the region’s reality on an equal footing, taking into account its human, cultural and
natural potential, highlighted by Evora’s Capital of Culture 2027

Recommendations: Actions linked to art and culture to strengthen democracy

Encourage structural and long-term investment in culture, the arts and education in the Alentejo.

Integrate disadvantaged communities and groups through cultural and arts-education projects.

Support forms of inclusion through education and artistic intervention in the Alentejo community.

Highlight, recognise and support the role of cultural actors, both formal and informal, in the Alentejo.
Reduce the inequalities affecting vulnerable groups (women, immigrants, neurodivergences, disabilities).
Harness the transformative power of culture to promote democratic equality and break down social barriers.

Transform the BRIDGES project into a permanent programme that continues to monitorize Alentejo region.

Target audience (policy brief): Regional: CCDR Al., Local Authorities, Municipal Councils, Parish Councils of the
Alentejo. Foundations: INATEL, GDA, Manuel F. Santos. Government of Portugal: DgArtes, PNA, PNC, GEPAC.
International: UNESCO, European Union.



Introduction and background to the issue: The focus on culture?

Culture is an essential element in the develop-
ment of personal skills, self-esteem, identity
and social relationships. As such, it is recog-
nised in various ways in declarations of univer-
sal scope. The International Bill of Human
Rights establishes the right to participate “freely
in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the
arts and to share in scientific advancement and
its benefits” (UN, 1948: Art. 27)

Currently, supranational frameworks, together
with the charters they have produced, are in
agreement in identifying culture as one of the
key elements for achieving long-term social de-
velopment (Mundiacult, 2025; Compass 2025;
UNESCO, 2025). Similarly, the Porto Santo
Charter (2021) highlights the fundamental role
of culture in development, by promoting a de-
mocracy underpinned by the arts, local herit-
age, and culture in general.

The Portuguese Constitution recognises, in var-
ious ways, the right to the fundamental principle
of culture, and to the personal and social bene-
fits derived from it (Pires, 2026). Portuguese so-
ciety is one of the most committed to these prin-
ciples, demonstrating a high level of interest in
culture in international reports. In fact, 92% of
the Portuguese population believes that “cul-
ture and the arts are important for the well-being
and economic development of their region”, that
they allow for the free and personal expression
of democratic ideas (without censorship), and
that they promote understanding (EuCom,
2025: 9, 36). Unfortunately, the lack of support
for cultural actors leads figures such as Carlos
Wallenstein to question whether this constitu-
tional right will exist in Portugal in the future
(Galhos, 2020: 138).

The situation is even more acute in the most
disadvantaged regions. Data from 2023 on the
Alentejo reveal profound inequalities compared
with other wealthier regions, which have higher
population densities and better transport links
and infrastructure (INE, 2025).

In this context, since 2020, a gap in the actual
knowledge of cultural actors across the country
has begun to be identified. To address this data
gap, a DgArtes Cultural Atlas was published,
GEPAC data was released, and specific reports
were produced, such as that of the Cultural Ob-
servatory, which highlight the need for a re-
gional approach; some of these initiatives aim
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to understand the Alentejo, such as the CCDR’s
collaboration with OPAC, the Portuguese Ob-
servatory of Cultural Activities.

In recognition of their contributions, these ap-
proaches lead to the following conclusions: we
are faced with a complex cultural reality that re-
quires specialist analysis; a lack of a compre-
hensive view of the local reality; and an overly
institutional approach that renders both formal
and informal cultural actors invisible. There are
several gaps in the knowledge and mapping of
informal practices, everyday habits, and the re-
ality of community life and social interaction.
These are aspects that need to be explored in
greater depth in order to gain a more precise,
concrete and direct understanding of the reality
of cultural actors in Portugal, particularly in the
Alentejo. Only then will it be possible to develop
public policies that meet their needs and boost
their activities, fostering synergies and collabo-
rative work.

Within this context the BRIDGES project was
born, addressing this need to generate micro-
social knowledge in order to visualise and un-
derstand the cultural reality of the country’s
largest, most sparsely populated and poorest
region, the Alentejo. To this end, it drew upon
an understanding of the reality and historical
background of local cultural actors.

Firstly, it notes that the Alentejo region has
been characterised by a high level of commu-
nity activity since the advent of the constitu-
tional system in the 19th century, driven as a
means of social cohesion in times of crisis
(Zozaya, 2020). This has led to significant reli-
ance on informal education and practices of po-
litical resistance within the community network
(Zozaya, 2022).

Secondly, to study the possibilities of inclusion
through culture, the BRIDGES project adopts
the concept of culture as that which — in society
— encompasses education, the ‘arts, creative
activity and cultural heritage’ (EuCom, 2025: 6).
BRIDGES considers that the following play a
fundamental role in the development of culture:
i) cultural institutions (national, regional and lo-
cal); ii) cultural actors; iii) the participating pop-
ulation. The combination of these elements, to-
gether with the values of equality and diversity,
promotes inclusion and, with it, democracy.



Thirdly, in order to guide public policies in the
field of culture and promote democracy, it was
essential to address the following points:

1) Update information on the Alentejo by: i) Col-
lecting data on cultural actors and cultural insti-
tutions operating in the region. ii) Conducting
surveys to: understand the cultural practices of
students, adults and older people, and gain an
insight into the situation of cultural actors and
cultural institutions. iii) Cross-checking the re-
sults obtained with interviews. iv) Plotting the
data on maps to visualise this overview of the
Alentejo.

1) Update information on the Alentejo by: i) Col-
lecting data on cultural actors and cultural insti-
tutions operating in the region. ii) Conducting
surveys to: understand the cultural practices of
students, adults and older people, and gain an
insight into the situation of cultural actors and
cultural institutions. iii) Cross-checking the re-
sults obtained with interviews. iv) Plotting the
data on maps to visualise this overview of the
Alentejo.

2) A review was conducted of current national
and international strategies for social interven-
tion through culture and the arts, to define pub-
lic policies that meet current needs. Following
the BRIDGES (2026) initiatives, we observed
that there is a new paradigm of participatory
and collaborative democracy that promotes di-
versity and inclusion through culture, within
which the current reality of the Alentejo must be
situated. Even when incorporating innovations
from the digital realm, the human element re-
mains essential. The Alentejo retains the im-

Analysis / Key Findings

portance traditionally accorded to personal net-
works of trust, friendship and personal collabo-
ration—so-called social capital—which is typi-
cally the result of social networks (Zozaya,
2007: 14-30).

3) Based on the information gathered from the
conferences and interviews organised,
BRIDGES (2026) highlight the following guide-
lines for public policy action. These aim to sup-
port the most vulnerable groups and promote
greater equality through art and culture. The
aim is to support: inclusion and equality (for
women, stigmatised groups and the elderly)
through a shift in discourse (linguistic, muse-
ological, heritage-related and digital); diversity
and neurodiversity through art; mental health
through cultural prescription; and segregation,
domestic violence or the neglect of populations
at risk of exclusion through community-based
cultural and social practices, legislative theatre,
theatre of the oppressed, and proposals that
embrace difference.

All these measures aim to normalise difference
and formally recognise equality among people,
through the use of gender-neutral language for
men and women, as well as for traditionally
marginalised groups. In the Alentejo, more vul-
nerable groups have been identified, making it
necessary to act in accordance with the afore-
mentioned guidelines to promote gender equal-
ity and the inclusion of foreign nationals, racial-
ised people, members of the Roma community,
people with disabilities, and those with neurodi-
vergence (ADHD, TEA, autism). Embracing the
richness of diversity is fundamental to advanc-
ing the democratic process.

The findings of the BRIDGES project in
the Alentejo region, obtained through sur-
veys, the creation of databases, and a re-
view of the literature and current state of
the art, point to the need to support cultural
actors who already live, work and operate
in the region. Support, which can take vari-
ous forms, is scarce and insufficient for
most, including cultural associations and
institutions based in Portugal’s largest re-
gion.
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With regard to forms of global inclusion, on the
one hand, the global, national and regional
charters, initiatives and statistics analysed re-
veal that culture is being used to strengthen so-
cial cohesion, a sense of belonging, and the in-
tegration of women at risk of exclusion, minori-
ties, and people with neurodivergence, disabili-
ties, or at risk of exclusion. These themes were
addressed and documented in the BRIDGES
International Seminars: I-Women in Focus, Il-I
Have A Dream, lll-Invisible Limitations?
(BRIDGES, 2026). The results revealed a
global approach to these situations through art,



culture and science. They involved the partici-
pation of experts from the fields of psychology,
medicine, the arts (visual, musical, theatrical...),
education, museology, the digital world,
amongst others. This approach is being applied
in international and national initiatives, as well
as in local projects in the Alentejo region, in-
cluding theatre groups, medical cultural pre-
scription, community policing by the PSP, and
cultural mediation. Cultural agents from all over
the world, from Europe and from Portugal, are
demonstrating the need to strengthen these cul-
tural areas to promote long-term social transfor-
mation.

To create a panorama of the cultural land-
scape of the Alentejo and to identify opportu-
nities and weaknesses, we launched three sur-
veys.

1) The survey on cultural habits in the
Alentejo received 254 responses. It revealed a
sample of a highly educated audience with
strong ties to the interior of the country (Central
Alentejo). Most have a high level of education,
as the sample was mainly distributed within the
university context and on academic social me-
dia platforms. Although they appreciate the
arts and music, participants assume an es-
sentially passive role as spectators, consum-
ing a great deal of online audiovisual content at
the expense of creative output. Active pursuits
are dominated by contact with nature, built
heritage, and a well-established reading habit.
The main barriers to cultural enjoyment are
geographical distance and the lack of central-
ised promotion, which far outweigh the financial
factor, as expenditure is  seasonal.
This group asserts itself as an important agent
of cultural transmission and demonstrates
markedly cosmopolitan values; it values mul-
ticulturalism and the role of culture (music,
literature) as factors in social and educational
inclusion and enrichment.

2) The survey of cultural actors and institu-
tions in the Alentejo received 207 responses
(107 complete). The sections left blank are also
indicative, as they reveal the absence of the re-
quested information (funding, amongst other
things).

The results of the sample indicate a cultural
ecosystem dominated by non-profit associ-
ations (42.9%) and individual artists (28.0%).
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Although there are examples of historic asso-
ciations still in existence, founded in the city of
Evora in 1836, 1839, 1849, or 1900, the major-
ity were established from 1986 onwards, in the
context of democracy. The sector is concen-
trated in Central Alentejo (70.1%), operating in
a decentralised manner across cities, towns
and villages, reaching a scale ranging from the
local to the international level.

Music leads the artistic fields (54.7%), fol-
lowed by interdisciplinary initiatives. Activi-
ties focus on family audiences and heavily in-
volve schools and senior groups. Among those
in charge (management, etc.), predominantly
aged between 35 and 50, 46.3% are women.
As regards logistics, most do not have their own
venues; few are owned by the organisations
themselves and many are provided by other in-
stitutions (local councils, parish councils, etc.).
A lack of equipment affects 29.4% of practi-
tioners, and many of them borrow it. Social me-
dia is the primary means of promotion. Funding,
which depends on local authorities and has re-
cently seen an increase from the DG for the
Arts, is scarce: 35.4% receive up to €15,000
annually, with limited funding being the main
obstacle to growth, but there are other con-
straints that reflect the general and systematic
lack of support.

3) A nivel de género, predominam as partici-
pantes do sexo feminino (57%). Geografica-
mente, o estudo foca-se na regido do Alentejo,
com grande destaque para o Alentejo Central
(71,8%) e o Alto Alentejo (25,9%). Os inquiridos
frequentam maioritariamente 0 3.° ciclo do En-
sino Basico (64,7%) e vivem em agregados fa-
miliares compostos por 3 a 4 pessoas , Ccujos
setores econdémicos de emprego familiar sédo
diversos, com lideranca do setor terciario/ser-
vicos (35,4%).

The student survey received 111 responses
(85 complete), mostly from
young people with an average age of 15
(with a significant concentration of 14-year-
olds, although it also included three adult stu-
dents studying part-time). In terms of gender,
female participants predominate (57%). Ge-
ographically, the study focuses on the Alentejo
region, with a strong emphasis on Central
Alentejo (71.8%) and Upper Alentejo
(25.9%). The respondents are mainly in the
third cycle of basic education (64.7%) and



live in households of 3 to 4 people, with family
employment spanning various economic sec-
tors, led by the tertiary/services sector (35.4%).

The survey reveals a generation of young peo-
ple who value friendships and personal relation-
ships, who maintain a strong connection to the
digital world (particularly social media), with lei-
sure habits centred on sport and music, and
who show a marked lack of interest in formal
education and the news. Although their close
personal circles are still largely homogeneous
and regional, young people demonstrate a
broadly tolerant, empathetic and receptive
mindset towards cultural diversity, and are re-
ceptive to multiculturalism, diversity and social
inclusion through the arts and sport.

To gain an insight into these realities in re-
lation to cultural actors and cultural institu-
tions, two databases were compiled: one on
cultural actors and the other on cultural institu-
tions. These data corroborate the survey results
(covering the non-profit sector and individual
artists, with a focus on music and interdiscipli-
nary collaborations, etc.). These are being
plotted on two interactive QHis map
(Schiavaottiello, 2026), which illustrates cultural
density, existing networks and the historical
depth of the cultural fabric. The maps reveal
the rich cultural fabric that must be sup-
ported and promoted. They offer a glimpse of
the possible approaches these cultural agents
adopt to sustain their activities related to the
performing arts and informal education initia-
tives.

Para contrastar os resultados com informa-
¢bes qualitativas, realizamos entrevistas
semi estruturadas a agentes culturais nacio-
nais e internacionais, com o objetivo de identi-
ficar os desafios, os apoios, as estratégias de
integracdo, e as praticas educativas e inclusi-
vas através da arte.

To contrast the results with qualitative infor-
mation, we promoted semi-structured inter-
views with national and international cultural
agents, with the aim of identifying the chal-
lenges, support mechanisms, integration strat-
egies, and educational and inclusive practices
through art.

Alongside all these spheres that reveal
forms of inclusion through culture, narra-
tives of exclusion are emerging. These are
constant threats to the system championed by
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democracy: micro-attacks and hate speech or-
ganised on social media and in the media
against groups that may be more vulnerable, in
Portugal and in the Alentejo region: women (the
‘manosphere’), xenophobia, racism against the
immigrant population and the Roma community
(Lusa, 2025), the exclusion of diverse people
and the invisibilisation of neurodiversity (undi-
agnosed conditions on the ADHD and autism
spectrums).

It is essential to embrace the richness of diver-
sity and multiculturalism present in the Alentejo
and in Europe/Portugal in order to unite the po-
tential of all people and communities — particu-
larly vulnerable groups — as is already the case
with numerous initiatives and theories pro-
moted through culture in national and interna-
tional contexts (BRIDGES |, II, 1ll, 2026). The
need to make space for otherness, or for the
‘other’, was already included in the Bid Book for
the Evora 2027 Capital of Culture bid (Execu-
tive Committee, 2022: 5-7, 56, 77).

In this context, it is important to highlight a
group that is structurally disadvantaged.
The female population — due to historical factors
— continues to face inequalities that are deeply
rooted in the system. The most significant issue
is the failure to acknowledge the presence of
women in official public documents, which are
always written in the masculine form, whether
singular or plural, contrary to the European
standards accepted by Portugal (CES, 2021;
Zozaya-Montes, 2026). This situation affects
not only the Alentejo, but also other regions of
Portugal.

With this aim in mind, we have launched the
BRIDGES Manifesto (2026b). It proposes the
practical implementation of inclusive lan-
guage that recognises women'’s roles within the
administrative and official systems of the Uni-
versity of Evora. Specifically, it calls for the use
of terms such as “student, lecturer, researcher,
scholarship holder” to refer to women in official
documents (employment contracts, public no-
tices, the Moodle platform, communications,
amongst others). In this way, Portugal will fulfil
the commitments it has made to the European
Union.

NEED: To reduce gender inequalities
starting with language: to promote lin-
guistic equality for the integration of
women into collective discourse, follow-

ing UE standards accepted by the Gov-
ernment of Portugal (CES, 2021)




Figura 1 — Interactive Map BRIDGES of Cultural Agents in the Alentejo region (QGis).

Source: Nicola Shciavottiello, database by Filipa Coelho, for the BRIDGES project (IP. Zozaya-Montes).

Policy Options and Recommendations

1-Investing in cultural actors in the Alentejo,
stable funding redistributed:
The results of the data collection (BRIDGES 1-
2, 2026), the surveys (BRIDGES a, b, c, 2026)
and the interviews (Zozaya, 2026) reveal that
the majority of cultural actors (especially those
working individually or in pairs, and associa-
tions over 50 years old) receive minimal support
and have limited skills or a low level of compet-
itiveness when applying for national and inter-
national funding.
Providing structured, long-term support for the
implementation of their own projects would pro-
mote stability and capacity for action. This in-
vestment can make a significant difference,
even with small amounts relative to the re-
sources involved in cultural events or major pro-
jects promoted by the State and local authori-
ties.

E Strategy: micro-grants, redistribution, trans-
parency, equal opportunities.

2- Hold public tenders twice a year: Munici-
pal Councils, Parish Councils and Regional
Development Centres (CCDRs) award an-
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nual grants to individuals who submit an appli-
cation or who are selected by them. There is a
“glass ceiling” for cultural agents who are less
entrepreneurial or who believe their needs are
not met because they are not relevant to politi-
cal power (reason: unanswered emails from lo-
cal councils, negative responses, failure to
schedule meetings, etc.). To promote transpar-
ency and increase fair competition, 50% of the
grants already awarded by the CCDRs, munici-
pal councils and parish councils could be allo-
cated through a biannual open competition, so
as to ensure that each beneficiary can only re-
ceive one grant per year. Allowing two applica-
tions ensures that cultural agents do not miss
out on opportunities when they are unable to
meet deadlines due to the excessive workload
to which they are normally subjected.
E Strategy: distribute to strengthen what al-
ready exists.

3-Support cultural actors in various ways:
by creating formal networks and spaces for
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Numerous cultural actors and associations
highlight the need for support beyond financial



assistance: spaces, networks, communication,
launch events, etc. Existing initiatives do not
form a genuine network of action. A coordinated
network should be established, with spaces
(which could be the historic associations) for re-
hearsing and working, preferably on a co-work-
ing basis, as it is necessary to create synergies.
It is equally important to have support for ac-
quiring or obtaining equipment.

4-Moving beyond the rhetoric of discourses
on inclusion and turning it into reality.

The contemporary debate surrounding social
inclusion through artistic and cultural practices
has shown a growing saturation of discourse in
the media sphere, often characterised by the
repetition of stereotypical narratives lacking
empirical basis.
With the aim of bridging this gap between insti-
tutional rhetoric and real-world applicability,
there is an urgent need to ground inclusion pol-
icies in concrete data and replicable methodol-
ogies. It is proposed to adopt practical models
validated by the BRIDGES |, Il and Il Interna-
tional Seminars (2026), which operationalise in-
clusion through transdisciplinary interventions
in the fields of theatre, opera, visual arts, cin-
ema, or health.
4 Strategy: to make culture a driver of change,
moving away from the peripheral role assigned
to it by some political agendas.

5-Invest more in interdisciplinary education
that integrates the arts and culture:

Promote a comprehensive education policy us-
ing resources and initiatives already tested in

Europe and other parts of the country, particu-
larly targeting the most disadvantaged groups.
Develop a comprehensive education system to
foster an inclusive democracy. The conver-
gence between the formal education system
and artistic practices should not be viewed as a
secondary extracurricular activity, but rather as
a fundamental tool for cognitive development,
active citizenship and school retention in the
Alentejo region.

6- Empower the cultural sector in matters of
scientific and artistic inclusion:

Design initiatives that transform the lives of pop-
ulations who are excluded from information,
have low literacy rates (functional or absolute),
or who are stigmatised and marginalised due to
their diversity. Through this training, cultural
agents will be able to complement the commu-
nity’s educational frameworks, addressing the
structural gaps historically associated with low
educational attainment in the region and illiter-
acy. Mitigating educational and cultural vulner-
ability is an essential step towards safeguarding
democratic health. Low literacy acts as fertile
ground and a catalyst for the rise of populism,
hate speech and narratives of social exclusion.
Investment in training artists translates into a di-
rect reinforcement of civic values.

4 Strategy: Democratise through debate, train-
ing and the fight against disinformation, whilst
strengthening digital and scientific literacy.

Figura 1 — Perception of limitations cultural actors and cultural institutions (questionary BRIDGES).

Quais os principais desafios sentidos na promogao e organizagao de eventos culturais?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% B0% 20%

Financiamentoreduzido I 5 0% (78 inquiridos)

Falta de adesdo do publico I 20.20%(31 inquiridos)

Falta de colaboracéo de entidades publicas NN = 42.20%(43 inquiridos)

Falta de colaboracdo de entidades privadas I = 27.50% (28 inquiridos)

Falta de colaboragéo entre instituicbes NN

Falta de recursos técnicos e logisticos NI

Prefiro ndo responder W

20.60% (21 inquiridos)
25.50%(26 inquiridos)

% (3 inquiridos)

Fonte: questionary to Cultural Agents, Graphic: Ana Pinto (BRIDGES, IP Zozaya-Montes)
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Conclusion: We Have A Dream

The utopian vision of reducing social ine-
gualities based on differences in background
and personal circumstances was magnificently
realised by Martin Luther King. In this spirit, re-
vived by BRIDGES Il (April 2026, “I Have A
Dream”), culture can be an ally in the quest for
inclusion. All recent calls for equality and de-
mocracy within the EU are linked to culture.

The Portuguese Government has already
promoted this idea at a transnational level.
The Porto Santo Charter (2021), adopted by
Portugal during its Presidency of the Council of
the European Union, was based on the follow-
ing premise: the strengthening of democracy is
powerfully linked to art and cultural expres-
sions, as well as to bringing the State closer to
the community through the recognition of its cul-
tural heritage, understood in a global sense.

The consolidation of regional democratic
development requires the strengthening of
cultural actors and community organisa-
tions based in the Alentejo. From a historical
perspective, many of these organisations have
played a crucial role in the cultural and educa-
tional development of the region since the 19th
century. These institutions served as important
centres for literacy and popular education dur-
ing a period marked by high rates of illiteracy in
the Alentejo, and today constitute an intangible
heritage and an institutional memory recog-
nised and preserved by the academic commu-
nity. It is therefore imperative to ensure struc-
tural and ongoing support for this associative
ecosystem.

The assistance and support we propose for cul-
tural actors, associations or institutions goes
beyond the strictly financial dimension. It should
encompass structural elements, such as sup-
port with premises (many do not always have
their own or leased premises), technical capac-
ity-building through support for applications with
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