Introduction
Everyday Coexistence in the Post-Ottoman Space
REBECCA BRYANT

In 1974 they started tormenting us, for instance we’d pick our
apples and they’d come and take them right out of our hands.
Because we had property we held on as long as we could, we
didn’t want to leave, but ﬁnally we were afraid of being killed
and had to ﬂee. … We weren’t able to live there, all night we
would stand by the windows waiting to see if they were going
to kill us. … When we went to visit [in 2003, after the checkpoints dividing the island opened], they met us with drums as
though nothing had happened. In any case the older elderly
people were good, we used to get along with them. We would
eat and drink together.
—Turkish Cypriot, aged 89, twice displaced from
a mixed village in Limassol district, Cyprus

In a sophisticated portrayal of the conﬂict in Cyprus in the 1960s,

Turkish Cypriot director Derviş Zaim’s feature ﬁlm Shadows and Faces
(Zaim 2010) shows the degeneration of relations in one mixed village
into intercommunal violence. Zaim is himself a displaced person, and
he based his ﬁlm on his extended family’s experiences of the conﬂict and
on information gathered from oral sources. Like anthropologist Tone
Bringa’s documentary We Are All Neighbours (Bringa 1993), ﬁlmed at
the beginning of the Yugoslav War and showing in real time the division
of a village into warring factions, Zaim’s ﬁlm emphasizes the anticipation of violence and attempts to show that many people, under the right
circumstances, could become killers. The ﬁlm also shows, however, an
aspect of that cycle of violence that I often recorded in interviews with
Turkish Cypriots displaced during the period: namely, an emphasis on
fear but also very often the mention of “old people” who tried to hold
things together.
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The epigraph above highlights this, as the speaker, displaced twice
over the period of a decade, emphasizes that “the older elderly people
were good, we used to get along with them.” He uses the phrase eski yaşlı
insanlar, the “older elderly people,” to indicate not relative age today, but
rather that these were people who were already mature, perhaps in late
middle age, by the time of the occurrences he describes. In Zaim’s ﬁlm
as well, the degeneration into violence is provoked by the actions of a
few hotheaded youths, even as the older men and women of the village
try to maintain calm and where possible to use relations or connections
with police and paramilitaries to prevent the violence from spreading to
their own streets. Zaim shows how the more mature members of each
community engaged in everyday forms of diplomacy that wove the fragile quotidian fabric of village life. Similarly, in Bringa’s documentary
Croatian and Muslim women continue to visit and drink coﬀee together
even as their region is on the brink of war. While Bringa’s documentary
shows how encroaching violence forces neighbors to take sides, Zaim’s
historical feature ﬁlm demonstrates how the devolution into violence
may be triggered by a few rash actions that create mistrust and hostility
and rend the fabric of village life.
Moreover, both the epigraph above and the two ﬁlms make reference
to commensality, a theme often invoked by those who lived in mixed
villages. In my own interviews with both Greek Cypriots and Turkish
Cypriots who lived in mixed villages, I often heard that “we would eat
and drink together” or “we attended each other’s weddings” (see Bryant
2010, 2012; also Argyrou 1996). Since commensality is not mentioned
in reference to intra-group contact, its invocation already marks this
as inter-group contact, implying the unexpected or exceptional. In
this circumstance, the invocation of commensality implies a diﬀerence
overcome through the ritual practice of breaking bread. Women visited
each other for coﬀee, though such rituals were circumscribed by proximity and therefore tended to be limited by the composition of neighborhoods. Meals were shared at weddings, and men drank together in
the coﬀeehouses, although very few accounts speak of sharing food at
home, and even more rarely eating together during religious holidays or
funerals. Indeed, these instances of commensality appear in many cases
to bear resemblance to the “gastronomic diplomacy” discussed by Costas Constantinou (1996) as an important method and ritual for keeping
the peace that has been employed throughout the world and throughout
human history.
The “shared spaces” of the volume’s title are those places where persons of diﬀerent faiths and ethnic groups lived and worked side by side,
where they felt under some moral obligation to attend each other’s wed-
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dings and festivals. “Shared spaces” may be religious sites with meaning
for more than one confessional group; the market, mine, or other site of
economic activity; or the common space of the mixed village or urban
neighborhood.
Shared spaces may be characterized by political, economic, or social
cooperation or antagonism. The everyday cooperative practices that
enable the sharing of space may entail friendship or simple pragmatic
accommodation. While these were obviously “places” endowed with
speciﬁc historical and social meanings to the persons who lived in them,
we refer to them here as “spaces” to indicate simple geographical closeness, where it was precisely the meanings of those spaces as places that
so often became a source of antagonism and conﬂict (see Hayden and
Bowman this volume). Beginning in the nineteenth century, the spread
of nationalisms throughout the Ottoman Empire led to everyday ways of
(re)claiming spaces, through renaming sites and streets, destroying and
building monuments, and other territorial practices. Throughout Southeast Europe and the Middle East, many former spaces of interaction are
now sites of past violence and are marked by the absence of groups who
had once lived there. Post-Ottoman spaces are today palimpsests of the
social memory of violence, where persons attempt to live together under
the shadow of past coexistence and the conﬂict that rended it.
We know that coexistence in pre-nationalist Southeast Europe involved more than simply living side by side, and that there were rituals
of accommodation that simultaneously deﬁned and crossed boundaries.
But we piece together this past from fragments of information, and ones
that today are heavily laden with the ideological baggage of ongoing
conﬂicts—as in cases such as Cyprus—or unresolved histories, such as
in Bosnia, Turkey, and other case examples included in this volume. In
such instances, “living together” has signiﬁcant historical and political
implications. Ideology, in turn, gives shape to memory, either nostalgically tinting the past with a rosy glow or painting it as an era of constant
conﬂict.
“Coexistence” is a term that acquires special relevance and meaning
when it is no longer possible. The search for an “Ottoman model” for coexistence, for instance, begins retrospectively, after the disintegration of
the empire in the wake of Balkan and Arab nationalisms and the ethnic
cleansing of Anatolia.1 Similarly for South Asia, where a literature has
emerged in recent decades that explores the events leading to Partition
and Hindu-Muslim tensions today that have resulted in periodic riots.
While these and other similar literatures are in some ways case-speciﬁc—
for instance, “the riot” as a concept does not exist for the Ottoman and
post-Ottoman literature2—what they share is an attempt to understand
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the forces that drive us apart by looking at those forces that in the past
have held us together. Much as nostalgia emerges from irretrievable loss,
so “peaceful coexistence” emerges from violence that appears irreparable. This is, no doubt, why discussions of coexistence often struggle
against the rosy tinge that often envelops nostalgic images of the past.3
If many people in Southeast Europe and the Middle East today mourn
past pluralism, it is in the wake and under the inﬂuence of that pluralism’s destruction. The post-Ottoman space is one where the Ottoman
millet system that deﬁned diﬀerence along religious lines became the
basis for the peculiar binding of nationalism and religion in the postOttoman period (see, e.g., Grigoriadis 2012; Leustean 2014; Yosmaoğlu
2014). It is also a space that experienced the twentieth century’s ﬁrst
massive displacement, movement, and exchanges of peoples, as nationstates attempted to homogenize populations within newly drawn borders. That homogenization was never complete, leaving minority “remainders”—Muslims in Greek Thrace, Orthodox and Armenians in
Turkey—who also served as reminders of the violence that had destroyed
previous ways of living together and reduced substantial populations
to non-threatening numbers. The post-Ottoman space, then, is deﬁned
both by the legacy of pluralism and by the enduring puzzle of its violent
dissolution.
As I discuss in more detail below, the multi-religious, multi-ethnic
Ottoman Empire was a state organized around the management and
appreciation of diﬀerence. As a result of these arrangements and their
violent splintering into nation-states, coexistence has acquired a special
meaning in the Ottoman and post-Ottoman context to refer to everyday, horizontal relations among persons belonging to diﬀerent ethnic or
confessional groups. One common assumption in the historical literature is that something that might be called coexistence existed and was
operative before the divisions produced by nationalist ideologies and nation-state projects. As a result, “coexistence” has become the conceptual
and historical background against which violence unfolds.
Indeed, much of the literature to date conceptually exploring coexistence within the anthropology of the region has primarily addressed the
extent to which some form of conﬂict was or was not latent in the intercommunal quiet of the pre-nationalist everyday.4 The spectrum from
antagonism to amity has been especially well represented by two contributors to this volume, Robert Hayden and Glenn Bowman. Hayden
refers to the “robustness of boundaries” between religious groups, seen
in “diﬀerences such as in naming, kinship terminology, marital endogamy, places and methods of burial, diet, dress, education, and perhaps
preferred methods of gaining a livelihood” (Hayden and Walker 2013:
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401). Moreover, in the model of “antagonistic tolerance” that Hayden
has developed with numerous co-authors, he argues that “there is ‘tolerance’ in the Lockean sense, of enduring the presence of the other but
not embracing it, so long as one group is clearly dominant over others”
(Ibid.: 402). Hayden claims that such tolerance perdures as long as one
group has clear dominance over another, and he argues for a longue
durée perspective that will allow us to situate moments of peaceful interaction within the long-term relations of dominance between groups
(especially Hayden and Walker 2013; Tanyeri-Erdemir, Hayden, and Erdemir 2014; Hayden this volume).
Bowman, on the other hand, taking issue with “Hayden’s concept
of the incommensurability of cultures,” instead stresses “moments of
apparent amity” (Bowman 2013: 2) and the variety of ways in which
“boundaries are variously reinforced, opened, and transgressed” (Ibid.:
13). Bowman emphasizes the porosity of popular religious practice that
allows it to be suﬀused with non-orthodox elements, including those
of other faiths, when they appear to be eﬃcacious. While Hayden argues that Bowman’s work is commensurate with his own thesis in that
it shows a recognition of religious diﬀerence and is synchronic but may
change over time (see Hayden this volume), Bowman views their positions as fundamentally incompatible. Indeed, in this debate, those who
take the stronger “diﬀerence” position and see quotidian antagonism
have been equated with identitarian, nationalist ideologues, or the “clash
of civilizations” perspective,5 while those who make arguments for the
importance of commonalities are often accused of wishful thinking, of
projecting their own desires onto the pasts of others.6 This debate is representative of a continuing conceptual deadlock within the literature regarding what diﬀerence has meant in the Ottoman and post-Ottoman
contexts.
Moreover, at least three methodological problems await the researcher
attempting to examine coexistence, especially past coexistence aﬀected
by conﬂict. The ﬁrst is the simple dearth of sources, since coexistence
represents the practices of everyday life that rarely ﬁnd their way into
the records, as opposed to the “events” that construct archives and deﬁne historical study.7 As Nicholas Doumanis in his own examination
of pre-nationalist intercommunality remarks, “Intercommunality was
designed to produce the kind of history that Hegel likened to a blank
page. It militated against the possibility of ‘events,’ which are the grist of
conventional history writing” (Doumanis 2012: 2). This does not mean
that we are without records: for instance, the literature on the Ottoman
neighborhood uses court documents of formal and informal conﬂict
resolution to assess living together as a way of maintaining communal
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peace (sulh). While such history has only minimal means for understanding perceptions of diﬀerence or the texture of relationships, it does
help us to understand the mechanisms by which sulh was maintained.
Through its “uneventfulness,” then, coexistence is by nature self-eﬀacing,
though I argue below that there is much to learn from the practices that
accomplish its historical disappearance.
The second is the danger of projecting present categories and concerns onto the past, or attempting to deﬁne coexistence through the
lens of concepts used today such as multiculturalism. Doumanis, for
instance, claims that the problem of diﬀerent groups living together, or
the problem of diﬀerence per se, is one created in Western Europe and
spread to other parts of the world during the era of Western colonialism.8 Aron Rodrigue has argued that the problem of diﬀerence emerged
with post-Enlightenment ideas of majority/minority, and their inﬂection
in a public sphere, where otherness must be “accommodated” (Rodrigue
1996). Indeed, our own contemporary inability to conceptualize diﬀerence beyond “identity” and its presumed boundaries continually returns
us to the problem of “reconciling” such cultural identities—a problem
represented most clearly in the “clash of civilizations” literature, which
presumes the irreconcilability of cultural identities.9 Indeed, “identity”
has perhaps been the most troublesome concept for understanding coexistence, as it demands reiﬁcation where there may be none,10 and in
popular literature “peace” is often equated with having the same “identity”—even where the presumption of such an identity is clearly a result
of power relations that occlude minority claims.11
In a similar vein, current popular nostalgia for a multicultural past may
mask denial of the ways in which that multiculturalism was destroyed.
Focusing on one neighborhood in Istanbul, Amy Mills shows that the
“disguising power of nostalgia,” viewed in a landscape dotted with the
remnants of Greeks, Armenians, and Jews, occludes how those communities ceased to exist in the present (Mills 2011: 190). In his contribution to this volume, Aris Anagnostopoulos shows how it was actually
the disappearance of Muslims from Iraklio in Crete that made it possible
to become nostalgic about a multicultural past (see also Kasbarian this
volume). In this sense, as Mills comments, the moral values of tolerance
and cosmopolitanism work to disguise power, presenting “elite … visions
of history that paradoxically refer to minorities even while they obscure
minority perspectives of history” (Ibid.). In her study of plurality in contemporary Poland, Agnieszka Pasieka (2014) refers to this highly idealized and nostalgic view of a “lost paradise” and past “harmony” as the
“multiculturalization” of the past, which she believes disguises the tensions of actual living together. Concomitantly, such nostalgia may draw
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attention away from current discriminatory practices against minorities,
many of whom are immigrants. As Nora Laﬁ observes,
Mediterranean cities do not seem to be sponsoring the invention of a
new cosmopolitan ideal. The present situation, in which uses of cosmopolitanism are more often ideological decoys than genuine innovations in terms of governance of diversity, draws on a limited vision of
the cosmopolitan past of some cities of the region. (Laﬁ 2013: 331–32)

Rather than engaging fully with a cosmopolitan ideal, in which many
residents of especially port cities in the past saw themselves as “citizens
of the world” (Driessen 2005), this popular nostalgia instead is used to
valorize one’s own tolerance and in Turkey has been part and parcel of a
neo-Ottoman revival (see Onar 2009).
A third problem, which follows from the ﬁrst two, is recognizing “coexistence” when one sees it. For instance, is coexistence simply noninterference, or is it a way of actively managing diﬀerence? Does coexistence
require common goods or aims? Does it include or exclude violence?
What we can say with some certainty is that coexistence is a form of sociality, a way of living together and deﬁning belonging and the meaning
of its boundaries. Clearly, for the process of living together, and for anyone wishing to study this process, what is important is both the porosity
or impassibility of those boundaries, as well as how we understand the
implications of what they contain.
Various authors in this collection tackle this latter problem through
terms that speak to other aﬀective or experiential facets of living with
diﬀerence and negotiating boundaries. Deniz Duru uses “conviviality”
to describe the ways in which place may be created for those who live
in it through the norms and patterns of a shared lifestyle that actively
values pluralism and that they consider to be diﬀerent from the norms
of the larger society. This analysis emphasizes the self-conscious making
of pluralism, using the Spanish convivència, or “a shared life,” which has
been recently taken up as policy by local governments in Spain (see Heil
2014) and has been described as “an exercise of negotiation that assumes
diﬀerence as a basic fact of life and the need to make room for dialog
among all members of society, respect for one another, and sharing the
public social sphere” (Suárez-Navaz 2004: 191f ).
Contrary to the term “coexistence,” which appears to imply passively
“existing” together, terms such as conviviality emphasize the performative
nature of boundary-crossing and the conscious or self-conscious value attached to living with diﬀerence. While Duru describes the role of conviviality in making Burgaz Island in Istanbul a place deﬁned by its plurality,
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Deborah Starr shows how what she calls a “Levantine idiom” deﬁned by
identity ﬂuidity may be performatively produced. Both these chapters call
attention to the relationship between plurality and place-making, “an urban localism characterized by diversity” (Starr this volume). Being a Burgazlı or a Levantine was also a matter of self-consciously making one’s own
neighborhood or local identity through the performance of pluralism.
Other authors think with ideas of cohabitation or co-presence, concepts that describe sharing space especially in urban environments, as
something that may require not the sort of active social interaction described by Duru and Starr but rather inattention or giving way. Sylvaine
Bulle describes this as “a mode of living together based on an indiﬀerence toward communitarianism and respect for private life” (Bulle this
volume). This is the form of coexistence in which we “live and let live,” or
when in urban spaces we share trains and sidewalks with persons who
may be identiﬁably Other. As Bowman points out, this form of sharing
puts emphasis on space rather than place: while the former may be deﬁned by simple “civil inattention” (Goﬀman 1971), the latter is deﬁned
by “giving ground” (Bowman this volume). As Bulle suggests, however,
such encounters may also create a foundation for mutual engagement
and civic action. Describing these as “communities of conﬁdence,” Bulle
employs Simmel’s idea of “the stranger,” someone who has general but
not speciﬁc similarities to us, as a way to understand this ability to
share space. Anita Bakshi’s chapter similarly gives us insight into such
“communities of conﬁdence” in the marketplace of central Nicosia, a
place deﬁned by intercommunal interaction distinct from the primarily monocommunal interaction of the neighborhood. However, Bakshi
employs Simmel’s stranger also to warn that such everyday interactions
usually are not capable on their own of surviving incidents of intercommunal violence.
“Coexistence,” then, implies recognition of boundaries but also acknowledges that such boundaries are negotiable and that they allow us
in some sense still to live together. While recognizing the limitations
of coexistence as a term, we use it here as an umbrella for understanding ways of living with acknowledged diﬀerence. We qualify this here,
however, as “everyday coexistence,” the form of coexistence produced
through proximity, to distinguish it from the legal, political, and discursive forms of coexistence that imply the “living together” of millets or
ethnic groups within the empire or nation. As I discuss below, geography plays an important role in the ways that modes of living together
are negotiated and enacted, especially in the form of what I refer to as
multi-scalar sovereignty, experienced as territoriality or territorialization in the enactment of local relations.
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In what follows, then, I draw upon chapters in this volume and the
literature on Ottoman and post-Ottoman coexistence to think about
the negotiations of everyday life in the post-Ottoman space. Building
on this discussion, I then argue that the anthropology and history of the
region would beneﬁt from greater conceptual engagement with theories
of sovereignty and everyday diplomacy in its studies of everyday interactions involving the proximity of persons understood to be diﬀerent. As
I discuss below, the norms of hospitality and neighborliness that guide
interactions in the settings under discussion in this volume are both formalized and embedded within multiple scales of sovereign domain. And
while anthropology has long examined the rituals and exchanges of war
and peace, there has been little attempt to incorporate recent literature
on what Costas Constantinou calls “homo-diplomacy” into the study
of quotidian relations (Constantinou 2006). Below I discuss studies of
coexistence in the Ottoman and post-Ottoman space in order to make
a case for more attention to the role of territoriality, sovereignty, and
everyday diplomacy in local socialities.
I then turn to a discussion of the volume’s chapters in order to argue
for a particular way of understanding everyday coexistence that I believe
helps clear some of the conceptual muddle that currently befuddles the
ﬁeld. Bracketing discussions of antagonism or amity, I instead describe
everyday coexistence as the labor of peace, including the sorts of conﬂict
resolution mechanisms that maintained sulh, as well as the constant,
everyday practices of accommodating each other that maintained huzur.
While sulh tends to be used to refer to peace as that which contrasts with
conﬂict, huzur refers to peace as tranquility and calm, the sort of peace
that is broken not by violence but by the daily disruptions and tensions
of the neighborhood—making too much noise, or disrespecting one’s
neighbors. “Sulh might occur in any mahalle or village,” notes historian
Ronald Jennings, “and the negotiation of sulh was a neighborly process,
not a formal legal procedure” (Jennings 1978: 148). While sulh might be
seen as a type of informal conﬂict resolution, the maintenance of huzur
in the neighborhood is achieved both through the rituals of sociality
and through the management of tension in everyday interaction and exchange (see also Ring 2006).

The Historiography of Ottoman Coexistence
In the wake of war and social upheaval, certain symbols have acquired
the cache of representing “peaceful coexistence.” One of the most famous of these is the Mostar Bridge. During the Yugoslav war it became
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symbolic of the savageness that rends peoples, and after the war was
reconstructed with the express purpose of demonstrating “that the connections between Bosnia’s people were being rebuilt, too” (Hayden 2007:
108; see also Hromadžić this volume). As Hayden emphasizes, the bridge
was celebrated as a symbol of reuniﬁcation even as Muslims and Croats
in the city were keeping to their own sides of the river. Similarly in Cyprus, images of minaret and church bell tower side-by-side were used by
the government of the Republic of Cyprus after 1974 to represent a new
discourse of peaceful coexistence that had supposedly been shattered by
Turkey’s invasion and division of the island.
However, Mete Hatay (2011) has shown that minarets and bell towers
in the island proliferated in the age of nationalisms, as a competitive way
of imprinting one’s ethnic presence on the landscape. Moreover, this discourse of peaceful coexistence intentionally occludes the conﬂict period
between 1963–74 (Constantinou and Papadakis 2001) when Turkish
Cypriots were disproportionately the victims. In a similar way, nostalgia
for multiculturalism in Turkey occludes the way that multiculturalism
was destroyed, although Doumanis (2012: 2) urges us not entirely to dismiss the content of nostalgia for this reason.
What is clear, however, is that in the post-Ottoman context, discourses
of peaceful coexistence imply a selective archeology of cultural ruins.
This region, stamped by pogroms, large-scale population movements,
erasures, and reinscriptions, is one in which past coexistence is hidden
under conceptual accretions and in which present coexistence is troubled by conﬂict histories. Moreover, “coexistence” as discourse has often
become a tool for denial. In Cyprus and Bosnia, for instance, past coexistence is often invoked as a way to avoid apportioning blame for violence in
the (recent) conﬂicts. This may involve denying the suﬀering of particular
victims, or it may be a way of deﬂecting blame from oneself—for instance,
by scapegoating nationalist “agitators” or “extremists” and deﬂecting
blame from the general population who have, it is claimed, “always gotten
along together.” In order to avoid these conceptual problems, I ﬁnd it
useful to return to the origins of the concept of peaceful coexistence and
its entry into the study of Ottoman and post-Ottoman societies.
The term “peaceful coexistence” ﬁrst emerged in the context of the
Cold War to refer to Soviet policy toward non-communist states and was
a central part of Soviet propaganda that set up a contrast with the conﬂictual foreign policy of the capitalist West. Indeed, it is in the post-1920
period that coexistence acquires academic relevance as a term to explain
how nations or groups may live side by side without conﬂict. “Peaceful
coexistence,” then, originally emerges as a diplomatic term that assumes
hard boundaries around collective entities and calls for noninterference
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between those entities. It was eﬀectively an international term, not one
applied to domestic issues, and in that sense is about horizontal, rather
than vertical, relations between diﬀerent social orders. However, as one
early discussion notes, what distinguishes “peaceful coexistence” from
“peace” per se is not only that it is the coexistence of diﬀerent social orders but also that an active and strong implementation of peaceful coexistence would imply “the strengthening of contacts in the interest of aims
which can be mutually formulated and settled” (Kende 1968: 362–63).
In the twentieth-century literature on the Ottoman Empire and its
successor states, a state-based literature that focuses on an Ottoman
“model of tolerance” that allowed religious practice relatively unimpeded has opened up to encompass social histories of how groups in the
empire “coexisted,” or lived together in relatively non-conﬂictual ways
for centuries.12 The main focus of this literature is the operation of the
millet system, which divided Ottoman society by faith and gave considerable, although hierarchical, freedoms to Christians and Jews that
allowed them to practice their religions, be judged in civil cases under
their own laws, and be represented by their own religious leaders. A signiﬁcant part of the literature on tolerance examines the ways and the
extent the Ottomans tolerated other religious groups under their rule.
While in the nationalist literatures of many former Ottoman subjects—especially in Southeast Europe—the Ottoman period was one of
oppression, it is clear that during the Ottomans’ long reign there were
various periods when non-Muslims enjoyed greater freedoms than religious minorities in Europe. Indeed, one Ottoman historian makes the
claim that the generosity of freedoms granted to non-Muslims under the
millet system eventually led to that system’s downfall:
If the Ottomans had done what other occupiers elsewhere did and
forced those living under their occupation to change their religion,
they would never have experienced the minority problem that weakened them in the last century of the Ottoman Empire. Instead the Ottomans protected the rights of Greek Orthodox, Armenians, and Jews
to live their own lives with little interaction with the Ottoman ruling
class, under the guidance of their own religious leaders, with their own
languages and customs, their own schools, courts, orphanages, hospitals, etc., as long as they paid the required taxes and maintained the
security and order of the empire. (Shaw 1985: 1003)13

The vast literature in English, Turkish, and various languages of the former empire that addresses the question of non-Muslims under Ottoman rule has been concerned with understanding what freedoms were
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realized in practice (e.g., Greene 2002; Jennings 1993); how the Ottomans perceived non-Muslims (e.g., Barkey 2005; Masters 2004); what
tolerance meant for the operation and longevity of the empire (e.g., Barkey 2007); and how those freedoms may have expanded or contracted
in diﬀerent periods (e.g., Greene 2002; Baer 2011). Because of its focus
on state practice, “coexistence” as a question emerges when one begins
to ask how Ottoman doctrines and practices of tolerance aﬀected the
ways that individuals interacted in daily life, perhaps especially in remote parts of the empire and at times when the state was not palpably
present. Moreover, in discussions of the dissolution of that coexistence,
a not insigniﬁcant part of the literature has focused on the ways that the
millet system laid the ground for the strong merging of ethnic and religious identity that we ﬁnd in many of the Ottoman successor states (e.g.,
Grigoriadis 2012; Hirschon 2010; Masters 2004).
For the Ottoman context, then, studies of toleration have primarily
focused on the structure of the empire and the operation of the millet system. Studies of coexistence, on the other hand, examine the
person-to-person interactions enabled, shaped, and impeded by such
understandings of diﬀerence and their legal and political implementation. Moreover, while “toleration” implies living with or tolerating beliefs
or practices that one ﬁnds wrong or disagreeable for social, economic, or
political reasons, historiographically “coexistence” implies a nonhierarchical form of everyday interaction that is adopted as a manner of living.
Historiographically, the primary distinction between these emphases
appears to be that while “toleration” assumes that diﬀerence is perceived
negatively, “coexistence” attempts to interrogate understandings of difference and boundaries, including indiﬀerence to diﬀerence.
It is perhaps to be expected that while studies by anthropologists have
focused primarily on coexistence and shared spaces, especially shared
religious sites,14 historians until recently have turned much of their attention to the question of toleration. While tolerance, in this literature, is
primarily a strategy of empire, coexistence, as Ussama Makdisi recently
commented, is “more diﬃcult to gage, to describe, and to get at through
the available sources than is the practice and politics of toleration, especially when the sources present history from the imperial center and
from those at the pinnacle of power in this center” (Baer, Makdisi, and
Shryock 2009: 929). While Marc Baer takes issue with “coexistence” as
an appropriate term to describe what was, during the Ottoman period,
a set of relationships determined by hierarchy, we may turn to Karen
Barkey’s important work on the longue durée of Ottoman toleration for
observations on the connection between the vertical relationship of toleration and the horizontal relationship of coexistence:
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In the Ottoman Empire, because religious identity determined a person’s legal and political status, boundaries and belonging were essential; ethnic and religious peace could be maintained by both respecting
boundaries and allowing movement across them. (Barkey 2008: 118)

Although her focus is the contribution of toleration to the durability of
the empire, and therefore concentrates on state-society relations, she
notes that Ottoman understandings of diﬀerence had a systemic quality:
The Ottoman understanding—similar to the Roman conception—was
that diﬀerence was tolerated because it had something to contribute.
That is, diﬀerence added to the empire; it did not detract from it, and
therefore, it was commended. Toleration had a systemic quality; maintaining peace and order was good for imperial life, and diversity contributed to imperial welfare. (Barkey 2008: 110–11)

Such an imperial understanding of diﬀerence, she argues, trickled down
into the relationships of everyday life.
Similarly, Aron Rodrigue argues that “the static ‘mosaic’ view, which
posits building blocks for Middle Eastern society, in which each group is
deﬁned and ﬁxed permanently by its religion or ethnicity, is not particularly useful analytically.” Rather,
one can reinterpret the mosaic notion more dynamically, not stressing
“minority/majority” or “ruler/ruled,” but instead emphasizing the recognition of “diﬀerence” and, in fact, the near lack of any political will
to transform the “diﬀerence” into “sameness.” This is not the same as
pluralism. The “diﬀerence” each group was ascribed, or ascribed to itself in its self-representation, was not articulated on the basis of rights.
Rather, nothing in the political system of the Ottoman Empire called
for diﬀerent groups to merge into one. The diﬀerence was a given and
accepted as such. (Rodrigue 1996)

By most historical accounts, then, the Ottoman Empire was a political space in which diﬀerence was recognized and salient in daily life. The
hardness of boundaries and the extent to which they mattered clearly
diﬀered between village and town, between center and periphery, and
between diﬀerent periods of Ottoman rule. Periods when the rules
governing the dress and comportment of religious minorities were lax
were often followed by periods when they were more strictly enforced
(Barkey 2008: 110–11). Historians have shown that during certain periods zealous sultans instituted campaigns of conversion (Baer 2011),
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while in other periods some of their subjects may have infringed the
boundaries of their religious community in order to provoke their own
martyrdom (Mazower 2005: 159–70). While we can understand practices and infringements of the rules governing religious diﬀerence from
court records, eyewitness reports, and the records of travelers, we still
lack suﬃcient means to understand how those who lived at the time
perceived these diﬀerences. This presents a challenge for those wishing
to comprehend coexistence as an everyday practice, as well as for those
who wish to think about the necessary social conditions for long-term
coexistence.

The “Neighbor’s Right”
One of the few lenses we have for understanding the texture of intercommunal relations is provided by an indigenous term for sociality-in-proximity. Throughout much of the former Ottoman space, coexistence is
encapsulated under the name of “neighborliness,” what in Turkey and
the Balkans is known as komşuluk, a conventional form of everyday interaction that acknowledges the need to accommodate and negotiate
diﬀerence in the interests of local solidarity (Bringa 1995; Baskar 2012;
Valtchinova 2012).15 In reference to the concept as it is understood in
Bulgaria, Galia Valtchinova comments that komşuluk
has become a cultural category embracing the complex of rules and
implicit knowledge about how to live together, side by side, without
losing one’s religious identity. … If this ensemble of conventional attitudes and forms of sociability was supposed to ensure peaceful cohabitation in everyday life, it also allowed a safe distance between them.
Often regarded as a “traditional” guarantee of religious peace, the komşuluk works through informal codes that are not well adapted to the
modern categories of identity, belonging, or citizenship. (2012: 77)

Certain chapters in this volume (especially Dietzel on Cypriot rural land
ownership) demonstrate the circumstances under which such conceptions of neighborhood may be shaken or destroyed, although “neighborliness” remains a reference point for ideas of the moral community.
Komşuluk describes a form of everyday life that implies interaction
and interdependency while bracketing the aﬀective. One may not love
one’s neighbors, but one normally needs to get along with them. Even
more than this, however, in the Ottoman period the mahalle or neighborhood was an administrative unit in which persons were made legally
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responsible for each other and for maintaining the peace. As Barkey
notes above, maintaining peace and order, what the Ottomans called
sulh (Tamdoğan 2008), was an imperial priority. Moreover, the extensive
literature on the Ottoman mahalle shows us the legal means by which
persons were made responsible for each other. Neighborhoods were
jointly assessed for taxes, but they were also made jointly responsible for
crimes. Harboring a criminal often resulted in collective punishment.
But similarly, one relied on one’s neighbors for statements of one’s character, as in cases found in local courts where persons wrongly accused of
crimes such as theft and prostitution were found innocent on the basis
of statements of their good character made by their neighbors.
Indeed, from the early Ottoman period until its end, we ﬁnd accounts
of how neighbors acted as “guarantors” (keﬁl ) of each other’s character.16
This was only possible, however, through close attention to the behavior
of others and care in one’s own actions and comportment. Some historians have called this an “auto-control mechanism” (Özcan 2001; Özsoy
1998; Yılmaz 2013), and all conclude that records show the neighborhood as an important social and legal unit. “It would not be wrong,” says
one historian, “to deﬁne the neighborhood community as one that has
become a unity sharing a common fate, and with common rights and
responsibilities” (Özcan 2001). Fikret Yılmaz, for instance, uses court
records from Edremit to argue that the neighborhood was one in which
apart from the civil neighbor relationship it was in fact a control mechanism and a chain of persons who were guarantors for each other and
therefore responsible to a degree for each other’s behavior, in other
words even more than a civil neighborhood, it had become a relationship of oﬃcial duty, or at least we see that this is how the state had set
it up. (Yılmaz, Gürkan, and Gratien 2013; also Yılmaz 1999/2000)

In other words, there seems to be agreement that “peace [huzur] in the
neighborhood was the principle thing. There was no discrimination between Muslims and non-Muslims in that regard” (Özsoy 1998).
Moreover, persons tended to be identiﬁed based on their neighborhoods, as in “Fatma from Baştepe Mahallesi,” or “Ali from Beşpınar Mahallesi.” In the period before surnames and identity documents, identity
was determined through oral information and witness statements given
by those who knew the person best, i.e., neighbors. When necessary,
“People who know the person would be asked questions such as, ‘Who
knows Rabia, and how do they know her? Does she have her wits about
her?’ in other words, ‘Is she someone honorable who won’t bring harm to
anyone, or isn’t she?’” (Tamdoğan-Abel 2002: 68). Such statements had
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the eﬀect not only of making neighbors morally accountable but also
morally responsible for each other. The neighborhood, in other words,
appears to have been understood as a moral community from which one
also derived one’s identity.
In this sense, then, neighborliness becomes a moral imperative, and
one that continued to be written about in the ethics manuals (ahlak kitapları) of the nineteenth century that were part of late Ottoman public
culture and education.17 Indeed, these manuals often discuss what was
known as the “neighbor’s right” (komşu hakkı), a right to aid and respect.
In the various hadiths concerning the neighbor, neighbors are usually
seen as having a combination of basic “rights”: the “neighbor’s right,”
which includes non-Muslims; the “Muslim’s right”; and the “kinship
right.” Some neighbors may have only the ﬁrst of these, while others may
have two or more. “What is interesting in the ethics manuals of the Ottoman period,” notes one historian, “is their advice to tolerate the faults
of neighbors” (Tamdoğan Abel 2002: 68). Advice includes cultivating
the virtues of patience and speaking in public about the virtues of one’s
neighbors, not about their shortcomings. Moreover, “another facet of
the discourse of neighborly relations in Ottoman ethics manuals is that
they do not establish a religious separation: the neighbor ‘even if he is an
inﬁdel is still a neighbor and has the neighbor’s right’” (Ibid.).
While the language of the “neighbor’s right” may have disappeared
today, there are many indications that the moral imperative of neighborhood remains important in the post-Ottoman space. As one young
Turkish Cypriot who had a dispute with his English neighbor over access
to his property commented to me, “He made me go to court, and now
he won’t speak to me. But we’re neighbors! If something happens, your
neighbor’s there for you. Neighbors may be more important than family.” Anthropologist Cornelia Sorabji noted a similar sense of duty among
Muslims in Sarajevo in the 1980s and remarks, “The call of komsĭluk is
not heard through a cost/beneﬁt ﬁlter but as a duty with religious overtones, a duty that is sometimes pleasurable and proﬁtable, sometimes
painful and testing, but never a neutrally moral choice” (Sorabji 2008:
104). The sense of duty rather than aﬀection comes to the fore in these
interactions: “In komsĭluk painful feelings are put aside in the interests
of the religiously sanctioned residential community” (Ibid.: 106; see also
Henig 2012).
What emerges clearly from these descriptions is a mutual constitution
of person and place, where the social person emerges through the milieu
of the neighborhood, while the character of the neighborhood appears
through the constitution of its community. The capacity of neighborhoods collectively to ban individuals who would sully their reputation
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(Çetin 2014) or the care to counsel one’s neighbors are instances of the
ways in which neighborhood and personhood are mutually constituting.
At the same time, this mutual constitution of person and place occurs
within the context of mahalles that often were monoreligious. While this
was not uniformly the case, and in large cities there were many mixed
neighborhoods, it was the tendency for a mahalle to emerge around a
central religious structure—a mosque, church, or synagogue—and for
the neighborhood to take its name from that structure (Açık 2014; Tamdoğan 2008). Moreover, religious leaders often played important roles
in these neighborhoods apart from conducting religious services, such
as representing their neighborhood communities before the state. This
might include making complaints about insuﬃcient water supply and
roads on behalf of their parishioners or acting as agents for registering
births, deaths, marriages, and divorces (Açık 2014; Hızlı N.D.; Kazıcı
1982). Imams also acted as tax collectors, assessing the ability of their
constituents to pay (Behar 2003: 6). On the other hand, neighborhoods
tended not to be divided by occupation or social class, and “in intramural Istanbul, large mansions of pashas and beys neighboring the shanty
lodgings of beggars (se’ele) or of street-porters … were quite a common
occurrence” (Ibid.: 5). The mahalle, then, may be taken as a social unit
that for the most part was not divided by class; was often, though not
always, divided by religion; and where protection of the mahalle, its
honor, and its reputation were of central importance.
Given the political importance ascribed to the sociality of komşuluk,
it should not be surprising that it occupies a signiﬁcant role in postOttoman nostalgia for lost pluralism. In that nostalgia, there is a tendency to blur scale, equating the existence of certain neighborhoods
where persons of diﬀerent religions lived side by side, sharing the responsibilities of the mahalle, with the “peaceful” existence of religious
and ethnic minorities within the Empire. In other words, the “fact” that
religious minorities existed in the Empire for the most part without persecution—in other words, under a regime of tolerance—seems to blend
with narratives of mixed neighborhoods, making the claim that “we are
all neighbors” applicable even to larger political entities.
In contrast to this blurring of scale, the relatively self-contained nature
of the mahalle and the intertwining of personhood and place point us
to another feature of living together that I wish to emphasize here: what
I have earlier called “the labor of peace.” To speak of labor is to emphasize agonism rather than antagonism, and accommodation rather than
amity. It is to recognize that neighborliness is not only about living with
the Other but is equally importantly about the ways that one becomes
a person in the other’s eyes. It is also to recognize that the intertwining

18

Rebecca Bryant

of Other and Self entails a ritualized sociality and forms of exchange
that simultaneously bind persons and families together and create their
diﬀerence. In coming to that point, I will ﬁrst discuss two other features
of Ottoman social structure that are important for our considerations:
what I will call here “multi-scalar sovereignty,” and the performativity of
neighborliness. While the former concerns the type of territoriality produced through the neighborhood, the latter concerns the production of
self within the context of the neighborhood. As we will see, both facets
are important for thinking about the dissolution of neighborhood relations and the possibilities for living together after violence.

“To Be Master of One’s Own Home”
The common Turkish saying, kendi evinin efendisi olmak (to be master
of one’s own home) has resonances with the English saying, “a man’s
home is his castle.” Both phrases imply the sovereignty of the home,
because while komşuluk requires interdependence, it also requires respecting the “sovereignty” of the other by not making too much noise,
not blocking their passage, not picking the fruit from their trees. In the
English saying, the image of a castle invokes sovereignty in the form of a
king, but the phrase is more commonly used to signal the separation of
public and private, or the noninterference of the state in private life. This
noninterference is invoked by the walls of the castle, within which each
man is his own king.
Rather than stressing the castle with its implications of walls and
boundaries, the Turkish saying emphasizes the sovereign as “master” or
“lord.” In Turkish, to be an efendi or master is not only to be in control but
equally to be someone deserving of respect, a realized person. Indeed,
the word efendi comes originally from the ancient Greek authentes,
which has connotations of self-realization or agency. This is a selfrealization, though, that happens within the context of place-making,
the context in which one is known and acquires the respect that makes
one “master.”
Moreover, in both cases the idea of “home” may be used metaphorically, to refer not only to a house, but also to a larger unit, especially
the nation-state. Indeed, we often ﬁnd that international relations compares relationships between countries to those of neighbors. States have
“neighborhood policies,” while the doctrine of noninterference resembles the advice above that neighbors avoid too much curiosity about the
other’s home. In writings on plural societies, “the neighbor” often comes
to stand for the Other, the non-ruling ethnic or religious group sharing a
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political space (Zizek, Santner and Reinhard 2013). The tendency to use
the neighbor as a scale-free abstraction (compare Candea 2012) reﬂects
similar tendencies in the study of hospitality, where Candea argues that
the analogization of hospitality in the home to that in the nation is “tying
together into causal chains entities of radically diﬀerent sizes (individuals, nations, doors, villages, etc.)” (Candea 2012: S35; see also Herzfeld
1987).18 By using “the neighbor” to stand for a country, an ethnic group,
and at the same time the person next door, the focus is on ethics (especially Levinas and Derrida’s response) while sidelining the problems of
scalar sovereignty.
Indeed, hospitality is the practice in which the scales of sovereignty
embedded in discourses of neighborliness both emerge and are blurred.
Put simply, although one owes hospitality to one’s neighbors, in actual
practice the neighbor emerges as the one who does not need hospitality.
This becomes clear in ethnographic examples where various scales of
“neighborliness” are employed. For instance, when I conducted research
in Cyprus between 2003 and 2005 on the opening of the border that divides the island, I spent about nine months living in a town in northern
Cyprus that had a mixed Turkish-Greek population before 1963. After
the division of the island in 1974 and the ﬂight of Greek Cypriots to
the island’s south, Turkish Cypriots originally from the town who had
ﬂed in 1963 returned, later to be joined by displaced Turkish Cypriots
from the island’s southern region and a small number of persons resettled from rural Turkey. A decade or so after the division, foreigners of
various stripes, though mostly from the U.K. and Germany, also began
to settle in the town. I rented a small apartment in a larger house in
a neighborhood of Turkish Cypriots who had been displaced from the
island’s south. Many of my neighbors were also relatives or came from
neighboring villages in the south.
The neighbor who lived opposite our house was a woman around ﬁfty
years of age whose husband ran the neighborhood coﬀee shop. While
Şengül sometimes helped him, she mostly baked at home and sold her
pastries to local shops. As a result, she was one of two or three female
neighbors who were always home. Moreover, during the times that they
were at home, their doors were always open, as is common in villages
throughout the Eastern Mediterranean and Southeast Europe, where
the open door implies both that neighbors are welcome and also that
one has nothing to hide (see Henig 2012). Neighbors would step in and
out, call to each other, occasionally stop by for coﬀee. While technically
the rules of hospitality remained in place, as for instance the practice
of always oﬀering something to drink or eat, in practice hospitality became a referential discourse, something to which one could gesture and
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at the same time ﬂout. In other words, neighbors do not occupy the
category of “guests,” and they may joke together about the formalities of
hospitality. Similarly, Catherine Allerton (2012) notes how in Mangarrai
relatives and neighbors may jokingly “become guests” at formal events,
taking their places as guests because the formalities of the occasion demand it but at the same time recognizing that their intimacy with the
hosts makes “becoming guests” a performance. Conversely, in the Turkish context, the moment when one ceases to be a guest and becomes
an intimate treated with a more relaxed hospitality may be marked by
the comment, yabancı değilsin artık (you are not a stranger/foreigner
anymore).
Guests, then, come in many shapes and sizes, some more intimate than
others. Neighbors, however, are hardly ever seen as guests, and certainly
not as “strangers.” Moreover, the open door puts the norms and rules of
hospitality in abeyance. The neighbor’s home is porous, although it is not
“one’s own.” This indiscernability of the open door is both a form of community and a way of shaping oneself in the neighbor’s eyes: one has nothing to hide, and one displays this honorable openness. To close the door
is to hide, to retreat into private life. Given the traditional signiﬁcance of
the neighbor’s testimony in the Ottoman neighborhood, it should not be
surprising that neighbors are the primary persons in whose eyes reputation is formed. We will return to this consideration in a moment.
In contrast to the intimate hospitality of the neighborhood stands the
formal hospitality of the host-guest relationship.19 It is the host-guest
relationship that appears to be what A.M. Hocart had in mind when
he observed that the original form of sovereignty is a hospitality event
(Hocart 1957; also Candea and Da Col 2012: S7). While all hospitality
depends upon the home and its sovereignty, the host-guest relationship
also harbors another element: the guest is expected eventually to leave.
In the town where I conducted research after the border opening in Cyprus this element of sovereignty became especially contested in that displaced Turkish Cypriots were living in formerly Greek Cypriot houses.
With the opening, the owners of those houses returned to visit them, although in the absence of a political solution to the island’s division were
not able to reclaim them. As a result, those persons with original title
deeds to the houses were put in the role of guests being served coﬀee
and lemonade in houses that they claimed as their own. The ambiguity
of ownership and the pain of past conﬂict, then, were mediated through
the rituals of hospitality: as good hosts, my neighbors said, “Of course
we served them coﬀee! I wouldn’t behave badly to someone who’s a guest
in my home.” And as good guests, the Greek Cypriot visitors eventually
would leave.
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In these encounters, the threshold materializes sovereignty, the point
at which a stranger knocks or calls out even when the door is open. The
open door is for the neighborhood, allowing the sovereignty of home
to blend with the sovereignty of the community and signaling the mutual interpenetration of person and place. The open door symbolically
blurs the space between inside and outside, between the house and the
street, enabling everyday forms of negotiated interaction. Not only does
one have nothing to hide from one’s neighbors, but those neighbors also
cannot pass without greeting. Unlike hospitality, then, it is a practice of
moral exchange and interdependency that entails the everyday diplomacy of pleasantries, greetings, and often the exchange of important
information in the form of gossip. I saw this in the ways that displaced
Greek Cypriots mourned for their lost homes, not as structures but as
parts of networks and neighborhoods.20 In their descriptions of home,
what stands out are the paths between houses, the closeness of relatives,
and the openness to ﬁelds and to others.
Both neighborliness and hospitality, then, are deﬁned by closeness
and distance, by boundary-making that depends upon the threshold of
the home. But whereas hospitality depends upon the strict deﬁnition of
the threshold as boundary between “ours” and “theirs,” neighborliness in
practice has depended on a blurring of that boundary and on forms of
everyday diplomacy. When I refer to “everyday diplomacy” I mean not
simply the negotiation of common terms or interests. Rather, I refer to
the diplomat as emissary, someone who enters the space of the Other
and addresses that Other in a common language. Thinking of diplomacy
in this way opens up the possibility also to understand what Constantinou calls the “transformative potential of diplomacy,” in other words,
“the experience of new or expanding space, opening up possibilities and
promising alternative ways of relating to others” (Constantinou 2006:
352; see also Constantinou 1996). Diplomacy, then, involves according
respect to the Other but also the potential for self-transformation.
Taking a term from the language of diplomacy, I propose to think of
everyday coexistence in post-Ottoman spaces as a labor of peace that
relies upon a constructive ambiguity of the boundaries of belonging. By
“labor of peace” I have in mind the everyday management of both sociality and tension that is most clearly seen in the neighborhood as a
social unit. Sociality is managed through forms of symbolic and material
exchange, from exchanging labor in ﬁelds to attendance at weddings and
funerals. In remembering their lives together, both Turkish and Greek
Cypriots from the same time independently recalled the neighborhood
system in which families would take turns making halloumi, a local
cheese and staple of the Cypriot diet.
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The labor of peace, however, also depends on both managing conﬂict and maintaining tensions. The local management of conﬂict is well
known as a subject from the anthropological literature on dispute resolution (e.g., Nader 1991; Roberts 1979/2013; Starr 1978) and should
be understood as what the Ottomans referred to as maintaining sulh.
In places such as Cyprus, traditions of local dispute management created conﬂicts with British colonial rulers, who wished to replace them
with formal judiciary practices.21 As one such administrator observed,
under the Ottoman system “it was enough that a man was known as an
evil-doer to the people generally, and that there was reasonable cause to
believe him guilty of certain oﬀences.”22 At the time of the British arrival,
then, the sociolegal practices of the mahalle appear to have been in full
force, and the multitude of complaints by British police regarding informal dispute resolution practices indicates that they continued until well
into the twentieth century.
Apart from the resolution of disputes, however, the labor of peace
also entailed what I have referred to as maintaining tensions. In her
discussion of everyday coexistence in Karachi, Laura Ring observes that
it is in women’s bearing of tension, rather than men’s discharging of it,
that peace is maintained. In Ring’s rendering, this “ethic of suspense”
linked
generalized reciprocity with the ability to bear in tension, or hold in
suspense, contradictory principles of social organization (nation and
ethnic group, hierarchy and equality). … [T]reating stranger-neighbors
as kin depended not on sentiments of love and attachment but on the
willingness and ability to bear the tension of contradictory categories
of belonging. … Social, cultural, and intergroup tension is thus managed via the bodies and subjectivities of women. (Ring 2006: 179)

Ring’s sensitive study focuses speciﬁcally on the ways that women’s bodies bear tension because men’s bodies are presumed to be violent, incapable of tension and subject to exploding under it.
I cannot engage here with Ring’s analysis of the gendered nature of
this practice, which is certainly not speciﬁc to her ﬁeld location but may
nevertheless not be universally applicable. My own research indicates
that while women may disproportionately “bear tension” in this way, the
management of contradiction and ambiguity is an intrinsic part of living
together. I choose to refer to this process as “constructive ambiguity,” a
term taken from diplomacy, where it means the use of ambiguous language to deal with sensitive issues about which parties would otherwise
remain irreconcilable.
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In diplomacy, constructive ambiguity is the practice of setting aside
those issues that cause conﬂict and moving to those issues about which
agreement can be reached. In doing so, the hope is that eventually a new
state of aﬀairs will allow the parties to overcome previously irreconcilable diﬀerences. This in eﬀect allows each side to claim that it has not
conceded the point while allowing negotiations to proceed beyond it.
One summary of the strategy notes, “Ambiguities make sure that, on the
one hand, the parties retain their own individual perceptions as to ‘how
things should proceed’ and that, on the other, one common language is
adopted, which both parties may later equally use” (Pehar 2001: 170).
Language, in this case, acts as a type of boundary deﬁning the possibility
or impossibility of negotiation.
I use the term for what it brings to understanding the everyday negotiation of what Ring calls “tension.” “Constructive ambiguity” is a process by which we agree to see diﬀerently on a particular issue while not
letting that disagreement stand in the way of peace. It is a process of
allowing certain boundaries to remain in place while ﬁnding common
ground where it is possible. It does not deny diﬀerence; in fact, it recognizes diﬀerence in its refusal to confront it. It does not eﬀace diﬀerence
but rather denies that diﬀerence must be an insurmountable obstacle to
sociality and peace. Constructive ambiguity brackets diﬀerence, allowing us to retain it while continuing with the everyday process of living.
Just as neighborliness makes the threshold porous, so in everyday life
we may recognize, but at the same time bracket, the everyday diﬀerences
that deﬁne boundaries in order to make those boundaries permeable.
This is usually done in the interest of some larger cause perceived to
be more important—what Kende, in his deﬁnition of strong peaceful
coexistence, described as “the strengthening of contacts in the interest
of aims which can be mutually formulated and settled.” That cause may
be the need to work together in the ﬁelds or marketplace, or simply the
belief that the Other, despite Otherness, still subscribes to the moral
code of neighborliness that protects the peace of a village. My Turkish
Cypriot neighbor commented that “neighbors may be more important
than family.” And while in a struggle over land access the young Turkish Cypriot was willing to suspend diﬀerence in the interest of a higher
moral code, his English neighbor saw the fence between them as a legal
boundary deﬁning his rights rather than a moral threshold deﬁning his
responsibilities.
I have suggested that we may usefully see the coexistence expressed
in komşuluk as a constructive ambiguity of the boundaries of belonging,
and I have also suggested that seeing it in this way may allow us insight
into the everyday diplomacy of coexistence without necessitating insight
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into the aﬀective realm, which is diﬃcult to document in retrospect.
Where that coexistence begins to break down, or where it may be diﬃcult to repair, is where such ambiguity is no longer encouraged or feasible. Moreover, it should not be surprising that this occurs with the rise
of demands for nation-state sovereignty, as we see that it was precisely
in the demands for freedom of ethnic and religious minorities within the
Ottoman Empire, as well as the Ottoman attempts to claw back against
the empire’s disintegration, that the scale of nation-state sovereignty
penetrates the sovereignty of the neighborhood. Village and street-names
are “nationalized,” while national and religious symbols come to dominate local landscapes. In his contribution to this volume, Robert Hayden
describes the changes in what he calls “religioscapes” with the advent of
nationalist demands. Such changes included the building or destruction
of minarets, as well as the size of mosques and churches.
I suggest that the tendency to blend scale in discussions of home
or neighborhood is also an indication of multi-scalar sovereignty—the
sovereignty of the home, of the mahalle, of the church, all of which
have their own sovereign thresholds. In the past, crossing into another
neighborhood was not very diﬀerent from crossing the threshold of a
home and entailed scrutiny, as well as rituals of hospitality (see Çetin
2014; Tamdoğan-Abel 2002). Crossing the threshold of a church or
mosque was to step into the sovereign realm of faith, something one
usually would not do if one did not “belong.” These embedded sovereignties were made possible when the state and realm were perceived to
belong to a dynasty but not to a “people.” Although the Ottoman Empire
was a Muslim Sunni state, the state was not equivalent to territory but
rather imposed upon it and thereby encompassing all that lived within
it. As a result, multi-scalar sovereignties present us with ambiguities
and incompleteness in a way that is materialized in the threshold but
that disappears with the homogenization of space in the nation-state
era. Commenting on the ambiguities inherent in what I have called here
multi-scalar sovereignties, Shryock remarks,
the underlying problem is one of sovereignty over a space whose incompleteness, both as a physical and a sovereign space, must be perpetually managed in ways that encourage interaction with outsiders.
Bad guests and hosts come in many dramatic forms, but even before
they drop the millstone or sever the hand that greets them, they are
ﬁrst of all people who refuse to accept the proper role of host or guest.
This refusal is most likely to occur when guest and host cannot agree
on who controls the space of interaction, who is sovereign, who be-
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longs, and who owes or should oﬀer respect. … Shifts in scale compound these disagreements and create new ones. (Shryock 2012: S30)

One such scalar shift is when the space of the neighborhood, with its
own intimate sovereignty, is overlaid by the exclusive territorial claims
of the nation-state—claims that are often also in conﬂict with others.
Using the contributions to this volume, I would like to think about
what the labor of peace and the constructive ambiguity that it entails
would mean in the Ottoman and post-Ottoman context. What is helpful
about the term “constructive ambiguity” is that it makes reference to a
form of everyday diplomacy, to a way of acknowledging both diﬀerence
and a common set of moral concerns that have priority over that diﬀerence. It also allows us to think with more speciﬁcity about the conditions
under which such ambiguity is no longer possible, and about what happens when it is lost. In addition, it may enable us to identify why it is so
diﬃcult to recover such forms of everyday diplomacy in post-conﬂict
interaction.

Everyday Diplomacy in the Post-Ottoman Space
My attempt to clear away some conceptual brush by referring to coexistence as a labor of peace, and more speciﬁcally one supported by the
constructive ambiguity of the boundaries of belonging, is also in consonance with other works that have similarly struggled with how to conceptualize the meaning and perception of boundaries in the Ottoman
and post-Ottoman space. Exploring the porosity of boundaries at the
local level, Doumanis argues that intercommunality, as he calls it, was
produced in the quotidian negotiations of daily life:
Ottoman mixed communities did not meld into one organic unit.
However … where such distinct units lived cheek by jowl it was also
essential that boundaries shifted whenever dictated by necessity and
social norms, and in order to promote an atmosphere of civility and
cordiality. (Doumanis 2012: 65)

The everyday creation of community in this way is conﬁrmed for other
cases, such as Anja Peleikis’s study of Lebanon, where she argues,
shared local identity was not a given simply because of the fact that
Christians and Muslims used to live in the same place. On the con-
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trary, social relations across confessional borders had to be conﬁrmed,
created and reproduced again and again through the diverse everyday
practice of neighborhood relations, mutual assistance in agriculture,
and attendance at religious rituals of the confessional “Other.” (Peleikis
2006: 134)

Community, then, may not be assumed but must be constantly reaﬃrmed
and reproduced, emphasizing the conscious eﬀort or labor involved.
Laura Ring, in her discussion of everyday coexistence in contemporary
Karachi, described a similar process of insisting on diﬀerence while at
the same time complicating it: “[t]he repeated insertion of the particular—the insistent invocation of the complexity and ambiguity of social
identity—was critical to the very possibility of ‘sharing the shade’ or ham
sayagi, the Urdu term for ‘neighborhood’” (2006: 4).
The performance of coexistence also often entailed ritualized and
even exaggerated expressions of community solidarity, expressed retrospectively in nostalgia for having attended each other’s weddings. Doumanis notes,
[b]ehaving ‘as if ’ they were one community was fundamental to intercommunality. Being like a community without being a community
promoted solidarity for the purposes of social order and security, while
at the same time ensuring that the distinctions remained intact. The
purpose of loving one’s neighbour was to keep that neighbour ﬁrmly
at bay. (2012: 78)

Here Doumanis appears to fall into the identitarian trap he has tried
to avoid, by eﬀectively saying that such everyday constructions of community are simulacra rather than essence. In Deniz Duru’s chapter in
this volume, we see how such self-conscious valuing of plurality may
construct the sense of community as community and of place as place.
Moreover, if we return to my earlier invocations of neighborliness and
thresholds, we can see how “social order and security” may constitute a
higher moral order that calls for constructive ambiguity of boundaries.
Leaving one’s door open signals both that the home is one’s own and also
that its threshold is porous. It is also, as certain authors in this volume
make clear, a site of performativity. Opening one’s door is also a way of
constructing oneself in the neighbor’s eyes, of displaying that one has
nothing to hide. Moreover, one of the most important aspects of hospitality is the rehashing of it afterwards—what one served, how the guest
behaved, what this indicates. Hospitality, then, is not only an event but
is simultaneously a discourse on an event. In this sense, the moral dis-
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course of hospitality also shapes the moral practice of its performance:
to be a good host is to be one not primarily in the eyes of one’s guest but
in the eyes of one’s own community. Similarly with neighborliness: while
people such as my own Turkish Cypriot neighbor often perceive the interdependence of neighborliness as something born of necessity, not to
help one’s neighbor is also to risk the talk of other neighbors.
The argument that everyday coexistence may be as much about the
rules of social life as it is about individual relationships—as much about
morality as aﬀection and as much about performance as essence—is also
in consonance with Ashutosh Varshney’s empirical study (2003) of cities
in India where ethnic conﬂict has occurred, and his well-argued claim
that intercommunal civil associations are more eﬀective in controlling
violence than are individual relationships. “If vibrant organizations serving the economic, cultural and social needs of the two communities exist,” Varshney claims, “the support for communal peace not only tends
to be strong but it can also be more solidly expressed” (Ibid.: 10). In cities, his study shows, formal networks are important for facilitating what
informal networks and relationships may be able to achieve in villages:
namely, spaces for negotiating common goods that in turn make what
might otherwise be exclusive demands into inclusive ones.
The chapters in this volume suggest that living together is a labor
of peace that entails an everyday diplomacy, requires the blurring but
not the dissolution of boundaries, and includes the potential for selftransformation. Chapters discuss the simultaneous exclusiveness and
inclusiveness of boundaries symbolized by the threshold; the performative aspect of everyday coexistence; and the forms of common civility
necessary to enable diversity within the same space. Together, the chapters help us to understand the “constructive ambiguity” that pervades
everyday interactions, as well as the moments when such ambiguity or
“civil inattention” (Goﬀman 1971) may no longer be possible.
In her discussion of the Ermou marketplace of Nicosia in this volume,
Anita Bakshi, referring to Georg Simmel’s now classic observations regarding the stranger, remarks that persons from the other group were
both near and remote, deﬁned by diﬀerence. However, within the space
of the marketplace it was possible also to complicate and blur such borders through the recognition of individuals in face-to-face interactions:
The shared realm provided by the Ermou streets allowed for the recognition of speciﬁc diﬀerences—the elements that begin to form the
outlines of individuals, distinguishing them from the group as a whole.
These outlines may remain hazy. They need not be deep friendships,
and indeed they probably often were not, but they do help to create
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a public life in which the individual can operate comfortably. … This
allowed for a particular habitus to emerge, one constituted by the repetitive nature of interactions and facilitated by the stable pattern of
streets and intersections. (this volume, p. 120)

The city, with its separate Greek and Turkish neighborhoods, included
sites of exclusion as well as nodes of integration. Indeed, it was the drawing of boundaries that made neighborliness across those boundaries
possible.
Similarly, Irene Dietzel shows how the complex land use and land
ownership patterns of Ottoman Cyprus encouraged the interdependence
and solidarity of village life. As may be seen elsewhere in the Mediterranean, multiple ownership in land, including rights to water and trees, as
well as the complexities of farming in a parched climate, lent themselves
to forms of cooperation and solidarity that began to disappear with the
“rationalization” of land rights under the British administration and the
“modernization” of land use in the mid-twentieth century. However, Aris
Anagnostopoulos also reminds us in his own chapter that our conceptualization of such coexistence is also predetermined by its end, emphasizing ethno-religious cooperation before later conﬂict while covering
over other forms of exclusion (class, gender, age, etc.) that were present
during such periods of “peaceful coexistence.” Bakshi gives the example
of women excluded from certain marketplace spaces, while Deniz Duru’s chapter describing interreligious interaction in Burgazadası, Istanbul, reminds us that such cross-ethnic or cross-faith interactions may be
based on their own class, ideological, or gendered exclusions.
Sossie Kasbarian’s discussion of the Armenian community in Turkey
today is one where individuals think “in terms of clearly deﬁned spheres
and the need to transgress and move from one to the other.” (this volume, p. 223). However, Kasbarian emphasizes that these spheres are
deﬁned not only by religious, ethnic or other identities but also by
diﬀerent historical narratives that must be accommodated. “When
contemplating coexistence,” Kasbarian remarks, “the coexistence of different narratives is at least as essential as physical coexistence” (this
volume, p. 222).
Robert Hayden argues in this volume and elsewhere that examples
such as Kasbarian’s show that “‘peaceful coexistence’ is not so much a
condition that can be disrupted, as a manifestation of relations at times
when the dominance of one group over another is so ﬁrmly established
that it need not be imposed, and cannot be much countered” (this volume, p. 62). In other words, any “peaceful coexistence” with a dominated
minority is only temporary and is bound to change when power rela-
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tions do. He shows this through the physical domination of the landscape during the Ottoman period and attempts to erase signs of that
domination in Ottoman successor states.
Other chapters, however, suggest that what may be important is not
the “reality” of coexistence but rather its performance, in other words,
the ways in which a constructive ambiguity of the boundaries of belonging is (self-)consciously constructed. While Duru’s chapter shows
the way that residents of the Istanbul island of Burgaz self-consciously
value and construct plurality as part of the island’s identity, Deborah
Starr highlights the performativity of coexistence through discussion
of what she calls the “Levantine idiom” in Togo Mizrahi’s Alexandria
ﬁlms. Produced at a moment when Egypt was experiencing a rise of a
new Arab/Islamic nationalism that excluded, for instance, the large Jewish community of which Mizrahi was a member, Mizrahi’s farces use
cross-dressing, class-hopping, and hints of homosexuality to emphasize
the performative and ﬂuid nature of (Levantine) identity. The “Levantine aesthetics” of the ﬁlms is one in which “the performance of identity is ﬂuid and mutable, embracing vagueness and porousness of the
boundaries of identity” (this volume, p. 136). However, Starr emphasizes
that the inclusiveness of this Levantine aesthetic is not “natural” but is
explicitly depicted as something performed, an inclusivity that is both
self-consciously and repetitively created.
Azra Hromadžić, in her study of a mixed Mostar gymnasium, returns
to performativity when she shows how language “purism” in a mixed
space is performed by youth often confused by what counts as “their”
national language. “Youth,” notes Hromadžić,
are … called to accept, appreciate, welcome and act out this “authentic” diﬀerence—the essence of cultural hermaneutics—in exchange for
acceptance into the larger transborder nation and domovina’s (homeland’s) recognition. As a result, language performance acts as a social
ethics and cultural technology for successes and failures of national
and individual dreams. (this volume, p. 193)

As she demonstrates, however, this ideology of cultural purity is also
mapped onto territory, thus creating the presumption of “incommensurability of mutually hostile, spatially segregated ethnicities which are
treated as rooted, bounded, homogeneous, and mutually hostile” (this
volume, p. 193).
Both Sylvaine Bulle and Glenn Bowman’s chapters use Erving Goﬀman to think about contiguity—what Bulle calls “co-presence”—in contexts that are potentially conﬂictual. In the context of a divided Jerusa-
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lem, Bulle describes the ephemeral “temporary communities of conﬁdence” that emerge even in and around a security wall. Pizza deliveries,
marketplaces, and tramways all provide spaces for interactions that are
characterized by what Goﬀman called “civil inattention,” a form of public
civility that allows heterogeneous public spaces to function. Temporary
communities of conﬁdence “are created within situations where people
simply come together, and are not aﬃrmations of belonging,” Bulle notes
(this volume, pp. 248–9).
Bowman discusses this as “giving ground,” what Bulle refers to as a
basic civility in urban space:
Viewed not from the perspective of an ideal model of coexistence but
rather from its actual practice, we see that small acts of respect for the
Other—the exercise or not of domination, of courtesy, of civility—
may be able to construct a livable space, creating a place for people,
while at the same time helping to build a shared life. (Bulle this volume, p. 252)

However, as Bowman notes, such forms of ordinary civility are enabled
by “spaces” but impeded by “places.” In other words, civility is possible
only when one community does not make an exclusive claim to a site.
Taken together, the papers in this volume provide new insight into
the everyday practices of living together in contexts fraught with conﬂict histories that include discrimination, displacement, and division.
Authors here stress the importance of boundaries that deﬁne forms of
neighborliness and cooperation, and the everyday diplomacy that allows
those boundaries to remain constructively ambiguous. They describe,
as well, the quotidian performances of coexistence, which comply with
standardized notions of the civil and the cosmopolitan. And they explore the political potential of contiguity and civility for creating spaces
deﬁned by robust forms of living together.
Notes
1. On the way that a discourse of coexistence occludes the manner that coexistence was destroyed in Turkey, see Mills (2011) and Onar (2009).
2. On “the riot” and the post-conﬂict everyday, see Das (2007); Jeganathan
(1997); Mehta (2002); and Mehta and Chatterji (2001).
3. See, for instance, the discussion of such nostalgic visions in Doumanis
2012: 2–19.
4. For a debate that outlines many of the stakes, see Robert Hayden’s 2002
Current Anthropology article, including responses (Hayden 2002), as well
as articles in Bowman (2012) that respond to Hayden’s thesis.
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5. See Glenn Bowman and Dionigi Albera on Robert Hayden’s antagonistic
tolerance thesis (Bowman 2012; Albera 2012).
6. See Robert Hayden on Stef Jansen and others, as well as replies (Hayden
2007).
7. On the “eventful-ness” of history, see Pandey (2006) and Lubkemann
(2008).
8. Doumanis remarks, for instance, “Whereas Ottomans presupposed that
cultural diﬀerence within society was a given, Westerners tended to proceed from a diametrically opposite position, seeing societal homogeneity as
normative and the Babel-like conditions in the Near East as symptomatic of
societal degeneration” (Doumanis 2012: 18).
9. On the problem of the “clash of civilization” literature as it relates to the
study of multiculturalism, see Mills (2011); Barkey (2005); and Baer, Makdisi, and Shryock (2009).
10. On the problems of identity as a concept in the social sciences, see the important article by Brubaker and Cooper (2000).
11. In Cyprus, for instance, Greek Cypriot nationalists beginning in the 1950s
advanced the thesis that Turkish Cypriots were really converted Orthodox
and therefore Greek “by blood.” Since 1974, the Republic of Cyprus has ofﬁcially claimed that Cypriots lived “like brothers” before the 1974 Turkish
invasion and division of the island. The Left, in turn, has supported “Cypriotism,” the claim that Cypriots are “really all the same” and that they were
divided by nationalist elements. While this thesis has gained support from
left-wing Turkish Cypriots when it is future-oriented and refers to an inclusive, civic patriotism, Turkish Cypriots have tended to give it considerably
less support when it is used to refer to “identity.”
12. Classic texts that discuss Ottoman tolerance include those by Inalcik
(1973), Lewis (1961), and Shaw (1976), as well as one more recently by Ortaylı (2003). For a collection that draws together works on both tolerance
and coexistence in the Ottoman domains, see Karpat (2010).
13. This and all other translations from Turkish in the text are my own.
14. There is, indeed, a signiﬁcant body of anthropological work on shared
shrines that constitutes a large part of the ethnographic work on the sharing of space in Southeast Europe and the Middle East. For more on the subject, see recent works by Albera and Couroucli (2012); Barkan and Barkey
(2015); Bigelow (2010); Bowman (2012a); and Hayden and Walker (2013).
15. In the Balkan context, the discussion of komšilik has centered primarily on
the question of whether or not those relations were antagonistic in the context of the Balkan wars. The term, which comes from the Turkish komşuluk,
not only means “neighborhood” rather than “neighborliness,” but it also
appears speciﬁcally to have acquired the meaning of living with plurality.
Nevertheless, as I discuss below, the term appears to have retained in the
Balkans some of the normative and aﬀective dimensions of the more general “neighborliness,” which applies to all forms of living in proximity.
16. For a discussion of the contested way in which this system was destroyed by
British colonial rule in Cyprus, see chapter two in Bryant (2004).
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17. On ethics manuals in the late Ottoman period, particularly their use in education, see Fortna (2002).
18. Also, Andrew Shryock remarks, “Hospitality, as Bedouin describe it, is a
quality of persons and households, of tribal and ethnic groups, and even
of nation-states. At any of these levels of signiﬁcance, failure to provide
karam [hospitality] suggests low character and weakness, qualities that attract moral criticism” (Shryock 2012: S20).
19. Herzfeld has referred to the often aggressive hospitality of the region, as
well as the suspension of hostility that contains the ever-present possibility of its degeneration, as “courtesy-as-menace.” He remarks that these encounters have a “fragile, nervous force” that he suggests derives from their
formality. “It is formality, not the simple act of giving, that creates the ambivalence and tension that is so prominent in the literature about Southern
Europe, my own contributions included” (Herzfeld 2012: S214).
20. For more detail, see Bryant (2010).
21. I document this in a previous work (Bryant 2004), in which I devote a chapter to the transition from the Ottoman to the British legal systems. Complaints of the loss of authority by village elders are multitude, and British
administrators received numerous letters vociferating against the centralized nature of the new system and the refusal to accept the word of village
elders as binding to convict. In 1895, the Bishop of Kition, for instance,
reported that “the people wish restrictions to be put on persons of bad
character, on persons whom the Mukhtar [headman] and Ayas [Turkish
ağa = elder] of a village may say are of bad character. Such persons might
be restricted by being conﬁned to certain localities” (Parliamentary Papers,
1887–1895, quoted in Bryant 2004).
22. Parliamentary Papers, 1887–1895: 51.
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