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In accounting for the deterioration of intercommunal relations in Cyprus, historians often point to the influence of British colonial rule between 1878 and 1960. Yesterday for instance, we were reminded how the elected Legislative Council established by the British in 1882 was designed according to, actually relied on, and greatly encouraged cultural and political differences between the Greek-Cypriots and Turkish-Cypriots. Nevertheless, at the same time as they implemented divisive policies, colonial authorities created at least one institution which by necessity required the harmonious cooperation between Cypriots regardless of language or religion, namely the colonial administration itself. Indeed when one speaks of the colonial state, or colonial administration of Cyprus, one refers to a bureaucracy composed of 95% of Cypriots: messengers, policemen, accountants, interpreters, an army of clerks, but also medical doctors, judges and schoolmasters. 
In fact some British colonial officials, such as Governor Sir Ronald Storrs actually praised the loyalty of Cypriot colonial civil servants of all denominations, and opposed it for example to the disloyalty of nationalists. Of course that the colonial administration was a completely apolitical milieu owed very much to the fact that Cypriot colonial civil servants were given very little initiative. In a very Weberian sense, they were subaltern bureaucrats: their tasks were precisely defined and regulated by an impersonal set of regulations and they were regularly controlled and evaluated throughout their careers. It is understandable then that the world of Cypriot colonial civil servants has received only scant attention on the part of historians who implicitly identify them fully with the British colonial state. Not to mention of course that these Cypriot officials carry the stigma of “collaboration” and therefore have no place in narratives that present the relation between Cypriots on the one hand and British colonial authorities on the other as essentially, if not always explicitly, one of conflict. But are these Cypriot colonial officials so unworthy of our attention?

I will argue that examining the world of Cypriot colonial civil servants can be instructive in a number of different ways. First of all, as already stated, their mere existence illustrates the somewhat paradoxical or at least disjointed way in which colonial authority was exercised in Cyprus: divisive yes, and yet in other respects inclusive. Secondly, the corps of Cypriot colonial civil servants represented a non-negligible social reality: by 1939, there were 2000 permanent Cypriot colonial officials to whom can be added 1400 elementary schoolmasters and mistresses and 3500 contractual workers. Theirs was an enviable position in a society of indebted smallholding peasant-proprietors as it opened prospects of financial autonomy. It was also a political stake, as articles in the press often demanded that more positions in the colonial administration be opened to Cypriots or complained that in recruiting Cypriot civil servants British authorities favoured one community at the expense of the other. 
But more importantly perhaps, examining the world of native colonial civil servants offers some unique insights into how these Cypriots perceived, expressed, and strategically used their different and at times conflicting, identities or self-understandings as both public servants and members of a specific community, as both agents and subjects of colonial rule. This communication will deal specifically with this last point. It is built around the cases of three subaltern Cypriot officials who were dismissed from the colonial civil service: a Greek-Cypriot prison warder, a Turkish-Cypriot schoolmaster and a Turkish-Cypriot computation officer of the land registration department. As the procedure of dismissal gave the right to sanctioned officers to appeal to the secretary of state for the colonies in London, I will attempt to recover modalities of self-representation by these three officers through their memoranda and official statements. I would like to suggest that the broader interest of such an investigation is twofold. On the one hand, it shows how British authorities perceived the colonial service as a civilizing engine, the prototype of an ideal colonial society; on the other, this paper aims to contribute to a better understanding of how, beyond the articulated nationalist discourse of the elites, non-elite Cypriots negotiated their various, overlapping or conflicting allegiances to a region, a community, a profession, or a social class.  
My first case is that of 51 year-old Styllis Savas, assistant chief warder of the central prison in Nicosia. This case is interesting because it takes place at the time of the 1931 Greek-Cypriot uprising which led to the burning down of the colonial governor’s residence. During the events, Savas asked his British superior not to be given the responsibility of Greek-Cypriot political leaders arrested and awaiting deportation. Specifically he stated that “regarding the Bishop of Kyrenia, as I am a Greek and he is a Greek, I asked [the superintendent of prisons] to place Turkish warders in charge as I was afraid that if I were in charge of him, the warders might imply that I was carrying messages from him to outside persons and similarly conveying messages.” This, Governor Storrs found unacceptable as he observed that “the greater proportion of the Police and Prisons establishment is composed of Greeks on whose loyalty and sense of duty, overriding sentiments of nationality, this Government is bound to rely for the maintenance of administration.” But whereas Styllis Sava’s reference to his Greekness was unacceptable to the governor, the Colonial Office on the contrary found that it was fully understandable. “It was after all,” as a principal secretary at the Colonial Office stated, “an exceptionally exciting and trying position for a Greek warder to find himself in.”
On a factual level the Sava case is telling about the state of mind of British authorities at the time of the 1931 revolt. This event, something of a traumatic experience for colonial officials, seems to have awaken them to the fragility of the colonial edifice in Cyprus. The tension which Styllis Sava himself perceived between his self-understanding as a Greek on the one hand, and his duty as a public servant on the other was exactly the sort of dilemma the Cyprus government would be more insistent in stamping out in the 1930s. Nonetheless the Colonial Office understood the case quite differently. In fact, they explicitly justified Sava’s decision to ask that responsibility for the Greek-Cypriot prisoners should be handed to Turkish-Cypriot warders; it seems that implicitly they perceived it as a gesture of impartiality, if not honesty on the part of Sava. The fact that Sava presented himself as a Greek was not, from the Colonial Office’s viewpoint, an issue in itself, so long as this self-identification did not come in the way of his responsibilities as a civil servant. In this sense Sava’s case is totally at variance with my next case, that of Mehmet Teki, ex-schoolmaster at Poli, in the district of Paphos.

Mehmet Teki, headmaster of a Turkish-Cypriot elementary school of Poli in Paphos and representative of the Turkish teachers’ committee in Cyprus was dismissed in 1933 from the education department on the charges of drunkenness while on duty, absenteeism, attacks in the press against the education department, political propaganda and “presumptuous public speeches to schoolmasters.” The colonial governor justified the sanction stressing the schoolmaster’s links to the Kemalist Turkish National Congress, and the fact that his insubordination had made him something of a hero in the eyes of many Turkish-Cypriot nationalists. What is interesting in Teki’s memorandum appealing against his dismissal is that he did not overtly contest the charges brought against him; instead he argued that his dismissal was grounded on the wrong regulations. In other words, Teki’s plea was articulated around a denunciation of a legal irregularity. Although officials at the Colonial Office agreed with the governor that it was undesirable that Teki should continue his activities as a teacher, they were very anxious that his removal should be made legally. As one of them noted, “the secretary of state considered that, as a matter of principle, he must satisfy himself fully in regard to [the allegation of illegality made by Teki].” The reason for the Colonial Office’s anxiousness over the legality of the whole affair was that they felt colonial order, or hegemony, relied in great part on what they perceived as the Cypriots’ faith in the impartiality of British rule.
This case, the outcome of which is unfortunately not documented, is different in many aspects from Sava’s case. There, loyalty was at the centre of the debate; here it is not even an issue: Teki does not even contest the colonial authorities’ allegations of nationalistic propaganda. More importantly, whereas Sava remained rather passive in the debate between the governor and the Colonial Office concerning his case, Teki was the initiator of a procedure the stakes of which for him were quite simply to secure the right to claim his political views publicly while preserving his position in the civil service. What Teki’s memorandum shows is his intimate knowledge of the rules regulating the colonial administration and his rather brazen utilization of these rules in the knowledge that they were binding to the colonizer. Specifically, what strengthened his position, temporarily at least, was, in contrast to my last case, his focus on a legal, narrowly-defined problem. 
The 33 year-old Ratib was dismissed by the government of Cyprus on the count of gross cruelty to a child. This decision was reached after Ratib had been found guilty by the district court of Nicosia of having chained and beaten a six-year-old girl whom he had hired as a servant. For the colonial governor, Ratib’s conduct made him unfit a person to remain in the service of the Government. In his memorandum appealing against his dismissal, Ratib set out to correct the facts that were reproached to him. He thus wrote that the girl was 11 and not 6 years-old and that he did not beat her. He admitted that he had chained the girl but explained it by reporting that the child had run away on two occasions from his house. On one of these occasions the dismissed computation officer had found her in a field, four miles away from Nicosia, accompanied by an unknown labourer. According to Ratib, the reason the girl repeatedly ran away was because her mother-tongue was Greek which prevented her from communicating with his family. Justifying his decision to tie her with a thin chain during his absence, Ratib stated:
“As she was under my charge, I thought it was my duty to deliver her to her parents unmolested. I admit that at the time I could not apprehend that I was doing something wrong as I was under the impression that I was acting properly to safeguard the honour and life of a young girl who had been entrusted to my charge.”

In concluding his memorial Ratib requested that he be restored to his post, suggesting that the conviction of the magisterial court which had sentenced him to pay a £25 fine was sufficient a punishment. 


In forwarding Ratib’s memorandum to the Colonial Office, the governor stated that an investigation had shown that his allegations had been verified and confirmed. But he still thought the computation officer who was, “notoriously primitive in his rule of life,” should be removed from the colonial service. “In advising that he should be removed from the service,” he wrote, “the Executive Council was not so much desirous of punishing him as of removing from the service a person of a semi-civilized type who was not fitted to be a member of it.” Although they regretted that the investigation leading to Ratib’s conviction at the district court of Nicosia and his subsequent dismissal had been so hastily and carelessly led, London officials agreed that Ratib was better out of the service.
In contrast to the case of Teki the schoolmaster, there was something in Ratib’s case that was considered far more important than the legal aspect of the affair. The actions for which he was convicted in the magisterial court revealed to the colonial authorities a whole moral universe too alien to their own sense of ethics, what the governor of Cyprus called the “Western mind”; this radical otherness made it impossible, in the minds of colonial officials, to conceive of Ratib as a representative of the colonial civil service which ought to embody, in all circumstances, the highest standard of British ethical conduct. Hence in spite of the fact that he provided extensive and verified extenuating circumstances in his memorandum, Ratib did not manage to overturn the governor’s decision to retrench him on abolition of office. The reason for this is that, contrary to Teki’s case, Ratib’s plea was not articulated around procedural arguments. Instead what his memorandum conveyed was his own vacillation between two ethical regimes, between what his sense of honour impelled him to do on the one hand, and what he vaguely perceived was expected of him as a public servant. 

In presenting these three cases I have tried to illustrate three interrelated themes. One main concern in this paper regards what is generally referred to as the ‘identity’ of the actors involved. Namely, as it happens, the way Cypriot colonial civil servants perceived and/or projected themselves and also the way they were perceived and evaluated by their British superiors. In other words, the communication aimed to show how official categorization on the one hand, and self-representation on the other, interacted in the relations between Cypriot colonial civil servants and British authorities. Another important issue emerging from the analysis of these three cases is related to how the principles or the ethos supposedly carried by the colonial civil service functioned as a benchmark in the assessment of Cypriots in general, and not only of Cypriot civil servants. Ratib’s case in particular shows how the colonial state functions as a boundary-generator, separating, to paraphrase the colonial governor, the “civilized” from the “semi-civilized”; the strict ethical order within the colonial administration from a personal sense of honor, rather impenetrable to colonial officials, laying outside the colonial service. Finally, the paper sought to investigate the Cypriot subaltern civil servant’s agency, understood here as a capacity to defend his interests within a context of constraint. In doing this I have tried to engage with the works and the findings of what is commonly referred to as the Subaltern collective. Although I prefer not to employ the term “subaltern” for any of my three cases, my paper was driven by two of the main prevalent concerns in Subaltern studies: first of all the intention to recover the agency of non-elite ‘natives’; secondly and subsequently, to explore the ways in which histories from below, of which this communication only served as one possible example, can help us revise, or qualify, narratives of colonial Cyprus focusing exclusively on high politics and which are built around the dialectic between domination and resistance. This in turn, may help us loosen somewhat the reified understandings of identity in Cyprus on which such narratives are built. 
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