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Aim and Objectives

The aim of this study is to examine the development of ethnic nationalism in both Turkish and Greek Cypriots in Cyprus under the British Colonial Administration. The transformation of identities in Cyprus, from religious and class identity to ethnic identity and how this transformation was shaped by the British Administration in Cyprus will be explored.

In order to reach this aim, study will have three objectives. First, based on an extensive literature review, a conceptual framework addressing the previous identity conception of the people living in Cyprus, both in pre-Ottoman period and under the Ottoman millet system will be explained. Second, how British colonial administration regulated the island’s affairs in accordance with its regional interests, which led to the rise of the inter-ethnic unrest and further politicized the ethnic cleavages, and the how the anti-colonial struggle has turned into uncontrollable interethnic conflict will be examined.  Third, the 1960 Constitution of Cyprus, which is primarily designed from the British Administrative principles in the Island with some additional provisions, will be examined in order to explore the weakly established Republic of Cyprus’ structure and how it led to the emergence of the unsolvable Question of Cyprus.

Background 

Identity is a social phenomenon which “is the feeling of the unity and wholeness which is based on the harmonization of the behavior, actions and value judgments of the people.” (Wheelis 1958, 27) It can range from class, ethnicity, religion, gender, nation, tribal etc. Ethnic identities are historically, culturally and politically constructed and they are “subjective and symbolic.” (Brass 1985, 19) Therefore, “sense of ethnic identity, refers to the social construction of descent and culture, the social mobilization of descent and culture, and the meanings and implications of classification system build around them.” (Fenton 2003, 3)
The term ethnic and ethnic group refers to a collectivity of people and the people that can be distinguished by their certain characteristics from others. Since “identity requires difference in order to be, and it converts difference into otherness in order to secure its own self-certainty.”(Walker 1993, 64) Accordingly, “ethnic groups use any aspect of culture in order to differentiate themselves from other groups, mostly while using cultural symbols where they establish criteria’s for inclusion into or exclusion from the groups.” (Brass 1996, 89) “But the presence of ethnicity is not in line with the idea of state all the time, also there is no such a distinction for alienating people due to their ethnicities because ethnicity basically refers to the roots.” (Baumann 2006, 27)
What creates the alienation and polarization is the politicizing of these identities. The differentiation among the communities in the Ottoman Cyprus and the inter-ethnic tension in the island in the late-Ottoman period is worth mentioning. But the existing inter-ethnic tensions turned into a strong ethnic identification and polarization among the communities in the Island under the colonial administration. The identification aspects of religion, language, believed history, and otherization had a great impact on the people of the island which resulted in problematic Cypriot identity that caused the lack of trust between people of the island and unity in the Island. 

“British policy varied from colony to colony, depending upon such factors as direct and indirect rule, the particular national interests involved, the resources of the area, the period and condition under which the colony had been acquired, and the whims of individual governors. Underlying the diversity, however, was a consistent frame of reference stemming from a particular cognitive structure which governed understanding of social reality in colonial areas.” (Pollis 1973, 577) Traditionally it includes distinguishing linguistic, religious, ethnic, cultural, and tribal differences among the colonized community which provides an understanding often irrelevant to social reality. Like in the most of the colonialized territories the people who are the natives of Cyprus were not mature in both national and societal considerations due to the previous system of rule. Under the Ottoman Administration, “people were bound to their millets by their religious affiliations rather than their ethnic origins.” (Ortaylı 2006, 87) Even if there were signs of rise of the ethno-nationalism in the island, it was not in a level of threat to the co-existence of two communities.

Due to the new administrative policies of the colonial administration; the classification among the community in cultural-ethnic terms was required for a functioning representative system. It required the process of politicization of group cleavages, so immediately identification of the communities in ethnic terms concluded. Colonial administration also supported the education in terms of creating separate national consciousness while importing the school books and teachers from Turkey and Greece for separate schools and the press while letting the nationalist-aggressive publications. (Papadakis 2005, 143) Also, British Administration while ignoring the Enosis claims in the beginning encouraged the Greek Cypriot Helen-nationalism during its rule, depending on the international circumstances. The sympathy of the Island’s rulers to Helen identity and mentioned encouragements, created a hesitation among Turkish community in the island, which basically created counter-nationalism. Such colonial regulations like the employment of the Turkish Cypriots as police forces against the anti-colonial uprises had created a polarization and hatred among the communities. (Papadakis 2005, 178)
The international tensions were important motivations behind the British attitude in Cyprus too, especially decolonization, USA’s changed role in the world politics, Cold War situation and NATO’s interest as well as Greek claims and Turkish counter claims were effective. In the late 1950s due to the changes on British interest, decolonization trend in the world and the unbearable burden of Cyprus led to the independence Cyprus in 1960. But when the Republic of Cyprus was established, it was composed of two hostile communities which could not satisfy their will for union with both so-called motherlands, in addition faced with 3 guarantor states. The Constitution which was adopted in August 1960, provided two sets of parallel political institutions which govern the Greek and the Turkish community separately. Therefore, separate representation was retained, and the representatives of each community were given such powers as to enable the uneasy of national decision-making. (Hitchens 1997, 50-55) As a result, the peace did not last for so long, as it could be expected and interethnic conflict started after 3 years from the independence in Cyprus.
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