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Reflecting on the Cyprus problem in everyday life. Ruminating on the Cypriot predicament. Near the sea, under the lemon trees… 

In a 1973 issue of National Geographic, not a politician’s statement but a sharp intervention from a Cypriot diver and lemon grower is given the privileged position of ending a special report on Cyprus:

We Cypriots have no tradition of thinking for ourselves, as citizens of a nation. No one has ever asked us what we wanted. Cyprus itself has no problem. The famous ‘Cyprus problem’ is an invention of foreigners. Our real problem is fresh water.

I have enjoyed for some time the provincial arrogance of this statement, but I have also been disturbed by it. My ambivalence stems from the fact that it provides an aphorism that oscillates politically from a discourse of resistance to a discourse of domination, and vice versa. On the one hand, it registers resistance against the local and international power elites that have politicised ethnicity and have made it difficult for Cypriots to think for themselves, to think outside the box, outside the fixed parameters of the ‘Cyprus problem’, and crucially to do so primarily as citizens of the same political community. On the other hand, it reproduces a discourse of domination that was prevalent in the Greek-Cypriot community in 1973 (indeed the man in question was a Greek Cypriot) and which saw ‘no problem’ with the forced movement of Turkish Cypriots into enclaves and their absence from the decision-making mechanisms of the Cypriot government; a discourse of denial that wants to blame everything on foreigners.

What is the moral of this story? It is to paraphrase Homi Bhabha that the discourse of the Cyprus problem—like colonial discourse—often speaks in a tongue that is forked, not false.
 Even while it mimics resistance, it can camouflage domination. Even while it mocks authority, it displays ideological dependence. Even while it disrupts convention, it normalises problematic political understandings. In other words, what I am suggesting is that the discourse of resistance and the discourse of domination as relating to the Cyprus problem are often mixed and difficult to disentangle. I will go further to say that the discourse of domination is more effective and persuasive when it is inculcated with a discourse of resistance. And here lies the danger. Domination masked as resistance. Subalternity employed as an alibi for control and command. Oppression suffered which is then used as a means of repression.

This kind of discourse allows the power effects of domination to go unnoticed, or be legitimated, or softened, or excused, given that they are associated with an ethics of resistance, with moral struggle against an overpowering regime. This kind of discourse also allows local politicians to get away with producing and disseminating a rhetoric of domination; they get away with saying unacceptable things against the other without being challenged, because what they say is packaged and sold as a heroic or necessary struggle.

I am going to give you two examples: one from Mehmet Ali Talat and the other from Tassos Papadopoulos. In an interview he gave to Hurriyet newspaper on 4 April 2005 on how he would feel if his son or daughter got married to a Greek Cypriot, Talat said: 

I think, as parents neither my wife nor me would have enjoyed a Greek son-in-law or daughter-in-law. Our choice is that both of them should marry to Turkish Cypriots. As you know, you too are a parent, at the end they are our children and you cannot be very tough on them, and after all it is their life.

Seven months earlier in an interview given to Khaleej Times on 4 September 2004, Papadopoulos responded to the question of accusations of Greek Cypriot massacres against Turkish Cypriots as follows:

From the beginning, they [the Turkish Cypriots] were planning for a separation. But, in fact, the Turkish Cypriots were the ones who committed massacres and in 1963 we asked to increase the police patrols, but they refused. From 1963 to 1974, how many Turkish Cypriots were killed? The answer is none.

The sad and painful question that I would like to pose is how can Cypriot leaders get away with such outrageous statements? In any decent democratic country, following such statements a leader should have submitted his or her resignation or impeached from office. That Cypriot leaders can get away with such statements has a lot to do with the fact that racist language and denial discourse have succeeded in Cyprus to such an extent that they are no longer a public issue; they have succeeded because they are associated with and used as a counterweight for the ‘unacceptable position’ of the other side.

Talat’s deeply offensive lament on the possibility of Greek and Turkish Cypriot youth falling in love, getting married and having children together masks a highly defensive attitude. It may sound less offensive to Turkish-Cypriot ears as a discourse of resistance; given that they had to suffer and continue to suffer discrimination, isolation as well as more indirect forms of civic assimilation and osmosis. What this means is that in practice racist language is subtly softened because of the ‘Cyprus problem. And this is where the danger lies; in that it makes racism banal and an unproblematic feature of everyday life.

Papadopoulos’ blatant denial about historical facts is also deeply offensive. It may sound less offensive to Greek-Cypriot ears (and may even be considered a kind of ‘necessary lie’) when seen from a ‘Cyprus problem’ perspective, i.e. from the angle that underscores the need not to give any ammunition to the Turkish side, ammunition that it can use to legitimate its military occupation of north Cyprus and perpetuate the problems and sufferings that this causes. And this is again where the danger lies: that is, in legitimating a daily ethics of denial and alienating further the very people who have suffered the effects of what one denies.

One thing for sure. These are not exceptional discourses. These kind of discourses are not exclusive to Papadopoulos and Talat (these two only happen to be key political figures and therefore provide high profile examples). These discourses are common features of Cypriot political discourse, of Cypriot political culture. And what these discourses share is that they consciously or unconsciously legitimate problematic norms and morals by reference to the Cyprus problem. So I would propose that the ‘Cyprus problem’ has itself become a problem; it is not just the problem to which it refers (and which is of course real) but also the extent to which it has become an absolute and overwhelming reference.

That is why it is important to ask not only what is the way forward with the Cyprus problem, who is to blame for it or for the lack of settlement but also how the Cyprus problem operates in practice, what actions or inactions it legitimates, what is the impact of referring to it in everyday life. In short, not so much what the Cyprus problem is but what the discourse of the Cyprus problem does.

This is not to belittle the efforts and discussions of those who are actually concerned with the complex character of the Cyprus problem and paths towards its solution. These debates are valuable and necessary. But I would like to claim that they also disseminate discourses that are ambivalent and problematic, sometimes difficult to disentangle given Cypriot fixations with terms and phrases, and perpetuate not only problematic discourses but also problematic practices.

Consider the kind of problems that are set aside, marginalized or obfuscated by reason of the ‘Cyprus problem’. A first set of problems concerns the homogenisation of the two dominant ethnic groups in Cyprus—the Greek-Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots—and in the process the marginalisation of smaller ethno-religious groups and their problems. Specifically, I refer here to groups that transverse the bicommunal mentality and because of the ‘Cyprus problem’ are often under pressure to conform to the ethnic expectations of the two dominant groups as articulated by their consecutive regimes of power. 

For example, the status of ethno-religious ‘converts’ in Cyprus—who are almost always the result of mixed marriages and of the absence of civil marriage as a legal possibility until recently—has been a tragic but silent problem, given that these people are often a source of shame for their parental family, and even sometimes for their new family. These people generally had to repress their ethno-religious background so as to gain a degree of normality and social acceptance within their adopted communities. Even more tragic has been the viability of the community of the Linobambakoi, the Muslim-Christian Cypriots, which has virtually disappeared. The Linobambakoi have been viewed at best as exotic anomalies or crypto-believers; at worst as traitors and crude opportunists whose ethno-religious normalisation was necessary and inevitable. 

Maronites, Armenians and Latins are registered ‘religious groups’ but not ‘ethnic communities’ as they constitutionally count as ethnic Greeks and increasingly assimilated into the Greek-Cypriot community. Yet, there is often suspicion and resentment as to these groups’ perceived privileges and community allegiances (e.g. that the eligible males of these communities can opt out of military service in the south).
 This is especially with respect to the Maronites, who after 1974 managed to cross the Green Line on the basis of formal arrangements with the Turkish-Cypriot authorities and recently offered citizenship in the north in order to regain full civil and economic rights. Not registered as an ethnic community has also had specific implications on the preservation of Maronite language, the unique Cypriot Arabic, which has been designated endangered language by UNESCO.

Finally, the Gypsies of Cyprus have no cultural rights whatsoever. In fact, quite ironically, just about the only thing that the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot delegations agreed upon in the Bürgenstock talks in 2004 was the need to delete all references to a ‘Roma community’ in Cyprus as included in the UN (Annan) Plan IV, and consequently erased from Plan V that was put to the April 2004 referendum. The way the Gypsies have responded to attempts to define them as one or the other, Turkish Cypriot or Greek Cypriot, has been especially interesting; in some cases baptising some of their children and circumcising other, and even sometimes both baptising and circumcising the same child. In other words, their practice has been to resist homogenisation through hybridisation.

Another set of problems has to do with the rationalisation and normalisation of overt or covert discriminatory practices both north and south of the Green Line. Specifically, I refer here to what it means socially and legally to be a Greek in the north or a Turk in the south, permanently or temporarily. We can talk the whole day about this matter, offering numerous examples (rights of property, residence, education, religious worship, equality before the law, etc.). Whereas, I do not dispute that some of these issues are complex and are part of what became known as the ‘Cyprus problem’, I believe that the ‘Cyprus problem’ is also rhetorically employed, is used as a pretext to deny the rights of the opposing community. The bicommunal mentality has been entrenched to such an extent that it effectively envisions Cyprus not just as a divided island but as a divided moral community. Moral considerations can subsequently be discounted or postponed when they affect the other community; and discursive constructions and political rationales are put forward consciously or subconsciously based on this very assumption.


From this perspective, consider the plight of Greek Cypriots living in the north and Turkish Cypriots living in the south. Both groups lack basic liberties and both regimes, north and south of the Green Line, offer various rationales that support derogations or temporary suspension of rights. It was not until recently that Turkish Cypriots permanently living in the south (and officially considered as citizens of the Republic of Cyprus) have been given the right to vote in Presidential and Parliamentary elections. This has been agreed only after a Turkish Cypriot living in the south took the Republic to the European Court of Human Rights and won (Aziz v Cyprus, 2004). Furthermore, the Republic through the Minister of Interior has recently rejected the application of Turkish Cypriots to contest the 2006 parliamentary elections on a separate electoral roll as provided by the 1960 constitution, a decision confirmed by the Court. Still, arguments of the kind that these Turkish Cypriots have no legal standing to contest the elections as they are living in the north run against the discriminating hard fact that Greek Cypriots living in the north can both elect and be elected to offices in the south.

The legal status of Greek Cypriots living in the north is worse, both in terms of daily discriminatory practices as well as in relation to TRNC’s constitutional provisions and Turkey’s overall responsibility as an occupying power. The European Court of Human Rights pointed out a number of violations in its ruling on Cyprus v Turkey (2001), including discrimination and degrading treatment, and violations of freedoms of movement, expression, conscience and religion as well as the right to education. The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) in Resolution 1333 (2003), which examined both the rights of Greek Cypriots and Maronites living in the north, stated that it was ‘particularly shocked by the imposed division of families, the prohibition on young people returning to their homes, the arbitrary confiscations and expropriations and the general climate of apprehension and uncertainty, even fear, to which members of these communities are deliberately subjected.’ (Par. 8). Though the situation has improved since 2003, it still leaves a lot to be desired, and in any case it is well below the standards of the European Convention of Human Rights.

How can these dominant discourses and the practices they legitimate be resisted? By realising, firstly, that the inherited bicommunal system of governance has had adverse political effects in Cyprus, not least of which was the homogenisation of ethnic groups and the rise of rival ethno-nationalisms and intercommunal competition. It has provided a necessary though not sufficient cause for what became known as the ‘Cyprus problem’, which served as a pretext for consecutive regimes of power to legitimate policies of dispossession, displacement and suspension or selective enforcement of human rights. Yet this bicommunal system was not inevitable but a rulers’ device (initially Ottoman, modernised and perfected by the British), which paradoxically aimed at both supporting ‘good governance’ and ‘imperial domination’. As such, and precisely because its contingency has been framed as a necessity for human emancipation, it helped to solidify ethno-religious identities and naturalise ethno-nationalist claims, be it enosis, or taksim, or co-opted ‘independence’. To that extent, Cypriots must learn to undo and resist this colonial legacy.

Bicommunalism as the dominant form of thinking about the destiny of collectivities in the island of Cyprus has been entrenched to such an extent that, realistically, it can no longer be challenged directly. In the short and medium terms, the bicommunal mentality can only be challenged tangentially (and should be challenged tangentially, not in order to deny the collective rights of non-majority communities, as some in the south hope, but to lessen the negative and wide-ranging effects it has for individual rights and freedoms all over Cyprus). In doing so, local intelligence can be retrieved from a variety of actors embracing hybrid lifestyles and subverting bicommunalism and ethnic homogenisation on the ground (such as intermarriages, human rights and media monitoring, civil society work, cross-communal collaborations, and so on).

Secondly, dominant discourses can be resisted by coming to terms with the ideological habits of the ‘Cyprus problem’ and the visible and less visible ‘flaggings’ of ethnicity as superior moral force. By paying attention to these habits and flaggings, we will progressively begin to see ‘the depths and mechanisms of our identity, embedded in routines of social life’
, embedded in the words, terms of phrase and even silences that we use to name or leave unnamed aspects of the self and the other. In other words, we resist by seeking to overcome the banal nationalism of everyday life.

The International Crisis Group pointed out in a recent report (following the post-referendum impasse in Cyprus) that it is now high time for unilateral action.
 Crucially this should not only be a call and responsibility for governments, but also for individuals. Cypriots that remain faithful to the idea that their identity exceeds the representation of dominant political discourse must call into account regimes of power that restrict how they can live and act across the territorial and mental divide. This is by way of saying that I strongly believe we do not need to wait to ‘solve’ the Cyprus problem to regain basic human rights, freedoms and decency in Cyprus. We do not need yet another strategy for a solution (of which we have plenty), but tactics in lieu of a solution. Social, legal, artistic, intellectual tactics: tactics that unsettle ethnic reification and bring forth historical insight as to the contingency of identity; tactics that expose the bias and discrimination of local ‘laws of necessity’ and embarrass local regimes before international legal, political and social forums; tactics that encourage Cypriots not to unquestionably follow the contradictory and hypocritical discourses of political elites; tactics that help Cypriots learn to play one regime against the other without feelings of guilt about who they are or what they must be…
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