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Vasillis Siakidhis lives today in a former Turkish village in the southwest of Cyprus, in an area that for much of the year is dun-colored and dry, a landscape filled with broken rocks and dotted with olive trees.  The one-room house that he and his wife Koula built there was intended as a temporary refuge, just until they could return to their own village.  But thirty years have now passed, and the olive trees that Vasillis planted when they arrived have now matured.  And they still wait to return to Lapithos, their natal village in the north where both had inherited fertile farmlands and orchards, and where they had built a “modern” house together near the sea.  They fled the village with nothing, “without even a handkerchief,” as Koula tells me.  And today, I see them in the Paphos heat, frustrated and fretting, engaged in the everyday struggle for dignity of a couple for whom ownership of land was a symbol of worth.
It was Koula’s sister Eleni who introduced me to Vasillis, telling me that he was writing something about the village.  I don’t know what it is, she told me.  He’s not very educated, but he’s a smart man.  I imagined that it would be memoirs, or perhaps another attempt at a “history” of the village, probably in the form taken by memory books.  The arc of the memory book invariably sweeps from the farthest reaches of antiquity to the truncated present, from the ancient Greek past to a chronicle of the dead and missing: their faces, or the last place they were seen.  So when Vasillis presents me with a thick plastic binder, I imagine that I already know what it contains.  But when I crack open the binder, I am confronted not with words but with lines, not with a cry of longing but with its most intimate geographies.  Much to my surprise, I am confronted with a map.  

The map is in a deliberate hand.  It meanders through the village, following the curve of each street and the dip of each lane.  In places where the paths descend the mountain, he has sketched steps.  And each house is there, an uneven square, and most of the workshops, all labelled with owners' names.  I turn the page; the map continues.  Indeed, the map continues for twenty-four pages, sketching the churches, the graveyards, and all the houses of a town that in 1974 had a population of about three thousand.  

I stare at the map in confusion, as roads trickle off into corners and fork from the page.  Vassilis takes the binder from me, bending the pages back and forth, showing me how they connect together.  There are of course no exact matches: some roads bulge on one page and narrow on another; where there are duplications of a street, houses may appear on it on one page and vanish on another.  Arrows indicating “to the school,” “to the municipal offices,” “to the mountain,” give a sense of motion, but that motion only brings into relief how frozen the rest of the map seems.  This map, drawn from a vision inside the village, was literally disorienting to me.  

At some point in the early nineties, a former mayor of the village apparently encouraged Vassilis to put his memory to use and to draw the map.  Vasillis had been one of the only Lapithiotes with a tractor, and at some point he had worked for pay almost every parcel in the village.  What the former mayor had wanted from the map is not clear, but what Vassilis produced is a record of belonging: most specifically, of what belonged to whom in the village, but also of how people belonged in it—of the clusters of neighbors, the distance between family members, the routes between house and field.  It became clear to me as his thick, cracked finger traced the winding streets that my disorientation in staring at the map could not be righted by knowing north from south, east from west.  What I needed to orient myself in this map was not a compass but a genealogy.  The orientation of the map was not spatial but historical.

In the absence of any way to recreate village life before 1964, the map gives some concrete form to the talk of neighbors, or of working together in the fields.  Even though there was a well-bounded Turkish quarter, there were also Greek houses and fields in that quarter, as well as Turkish houses and fields beyond its bounds.  One sees, side by side, names like Halil and Christoforos, Rifat and Vasillis, and it gives some substance to the patchwork of land that villagers had described in the abstract. 

And yet even this momentary clarity begins to dissolve in the sense that there is yet another ambiguous history here, one bundled into parcels of land and written into the margins of title deeds.  There is something in the fact that the lower mosque is labelled Agios Ioannis.  There is something in the fact that the small roundabout before the municipal office is labelled “Plateia ton Hroon,” or Square of the Heroes.  There is something about the way that some coffeeshops are labelled, and others are not.  There is something about the fact that while the Greek names tend to be written in full, with their surnames, Turkish houses were often without names, labelled simply “Tourkiko,” “Turkish.”  There is something about the way that this very intimate history of the village is written over in a cramped Greek hand.  For if this map could only be decoded with a genealogy, is there not something in the map that tells us whose genealogy it must be?
Mapping the homeland

For thirty years, most maps of Cyprus have been sliced by a line through the middle, in some depictions suggesting something like a swordcut through the island’s belly.  And as in many conflict areas, the “other side” as represented in official maps becomes both a space for making claims and a form of fantasy about the other.  In southern Cyprus, maps of the island portrayed the north as a blank, unknown zone, written over with the words, “Inaccessible because of Turkish occupation.”  In the north, maps simply dismissed the south as “the Greek part,” “Rum kesimi,” acquiring their punch from labelling their own half the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus.  But maps are certainly much more than coarse tools of ideology.  As I think Vasillis’ map shows, maps may also become spaces of longing, ways of representing not only claims on the land but also relationships to it.

But before getting to that, I think I first need to say a few words about the problem that these maps inscribe.  In order to understand that problem, Vasillis' own village of Lapithos is a good place to start, since it is in some senses a microcosm of the larger conflict in the island.  Lapithos was once the largest, wealthiest town in the Kyrenia district, and before 1964 it had a population of about three thousand Greek Cypriots and six hundred Turkish Cypriots.  These proportions also reflected the proportions in the island, which were about five to one.  Lapithos also had a strong Greek nationalist movement, and many of the leading men of the village were involved in the Greek nationalist organization, EOKA, which was responsible for the anti-colonial struggle of the 1950s that was to have led to enosis, or union of the island with Greece.  This was the period that many Turkish Cypriots remember as the first moment of division, when Greek neighbors began to behave differently towards them.  It was in the late 1950s that Turkish Cypriots in the village began to organize their own branch of the underground organization TMT, which in the early 60s would begin sending fighters to Turkey for training at military bases.  One older man who had been part of that organization described the ways in which villagers were divided by both EOKA and TMT: EOKA would want an accounting: ‘Christo, why did you sell your donkey to a Turk?’  And the same thing with the Turks: ‘Huseyin, did you sell your sheep this morning?  If you sell them to Turks, that’s okay.’  That’s how everything started.  That’s how the division started.
This much is clear, and relatively well accepted on both sides.  What is not agreed upon is what happened after 1960.  It was in that year that Cypriots got an independence that no one had really wanted, along with a power-sharing constitution.  In the way that the Greek Cypriots of Lapithos remember things, in 1963 the Turkish Cypriot leadership began to foment trouble, walking out of the government and pushing their own people into enclaves.  In the village, two young Turkish men were killed by Greek paramilitary forces, and according to Greek Cypriots it was not long afterwards that "foreign Turks"--i.e., Turks not from the village--came and pressured "their" Turks to leave, part of a plan to separate the communities in preparation for division of the island.
As a minority, Turkish Cypriots saw that period differently.  In late 1963, violence exploded throughout the island.  They heard of killings of women and children in neighboring villages, and they felt under siege.  Many claimed that their neighbors whom they'd known their whole lives suddenly came and threatened them.  Others described men sitting in the coffeeshops, aiming at the children with shotguns.  For them, their departure, even if orderly, was a flight.  But even more shocking to them than being forced at that moment from their village was the way that after they left the village, neighbors they had known their whole lives looted and plundered their homes.  They heard about it even while they lived in the enclaves, but a few years later they would return and see the devastation.  One old woman told me, in a theme I heard repeated often, when we returned to our homes, not even a needle was left.  .  .  .  When we returned, we didn't find anything--they took the roof, the windows, the doors.  
This sort of plunder is the intimate side of the Cyprus conflict, the part of its history that describes friendships betrayed, social ties broken, and communities uprooted.  After their departure from the village, the Lapithos Turks lived in camps for a decade, fighting malnutrition and fear.  Greek Cypriots remember that same decade leading up to 1974 as one of a prosperity cut short by their own ideological disputes.  In 1974 a coup led by Greek nationalists and backed by the junta government in Greece provoked a Turkish military intervention that ultimately divided the island.  Lapithos Greeks fled the advancing Turkish army, leaving behind everything.  Within only a month or two, their former Turkish neighbors began returning to the village and were soon joined there by Turkish Cypriots fleeing the south, and later by Turkish immigrants from Turkey.  

A number of Turkish Cypriots I know have begun wryly to call the place where they now live a ganimet ülkesi, a country built on spoils.  For what followed the Greeks' departure was another period of plunder, as Turkish Cypriots returning to their villages and others fleeing from the south wrangled for abandoned Greek homes and looted other homes for refrigerators and furniture.  The administration in the north instituted a system for distributing property, but many people simply found homes that they liked and squatted there.  And most people had to scavenge: You arrived in a house and half the things were missing, one older woman told me.  So you'd go to some neighbor's house and take what you needed.  And in stories of that period, everything has an air of surprising normalcy: shops began to bring in goods, workshops pulled up their shutters, and schools opened that fall.  

In a description of the conflict that sees it from inside the village, then, we see that the problem of property and its plunder is not incidental to the Cyprus conflict but constitutes its very substance.  From as early as the 1950s, nationalist claims of territory were acted out as matters of property.  Turkish Cypriots aver that there was a systematic campaign to buy up their property as an incentive for them to leave the island, and many Turkish Cypriots consider it a matter of pride and of "nationalist" loyalty that they didn't sell.  I even heard Turkish Cypriots claim that the Cyprus government offered rewards to Greek Cypriots who managed to buy Turkish land.

As in many conflict areas, maps in Cyprus take on a contentious air, making claims for oneself and denying those claims to others.  Official maps represent the legal dimensions of the problem: in 1983 the north declared itself the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, even though to this day no one recognizes it as a state but Turkey.  In turn, the now Greek Cypriot Republic of Cyprus claims sovereignty over the north, a sovereignty that is recognized internationally.  In the Republic of Cyprus, refugees such as Vasillis continue to vote in parliamentary elections as though they live in their former villages, and those villages have mayors who are considered to be the “real,” the “legitimate” mayors, even though they have no access to their municipalities.  In the meantime, the administration in the north operates in daily life as a separate government, and much of its separateness is tacitly acted in international practice if not accepted in international law.
It is this legal-historical difference that official maps represent.  But that doesn’t mean that those maps are necessarily read with a legal eye.  Maps, after all, are more than simple ideological weapons, and they represent more than simply territory.  Vasillis’ map, for instance, is certainly a geography in its original, etymological sense, from γη and γραφη in Greek, a writing of the land.  And even maps that appear blatantly and superficially ideological write a certain history of the land that, for those using them, has its own intimate geographies.  Maps become not only a way of writing the land, but also a way of writing its loss.  
The nation and the natal

Nidai Keles remembers Vasillis, or at least remembers Vasillis’ family.  Despite Nidai’s history with TMT, I had reasons to trust him: he was the muhtar of the quarter where I lived, and everyone viewed him with a guarded respect.  But one day I made a mistake in showing him Vasillis’ maps.  I was hoping to identify persons I would want to interview, and in doing so I wanted to trace out patterns of settlement after 1974.  But Nidai immediately drew back and looked at the maps and then at me with suspicion.  You’d better not show these to anyone else, he warned.  People will think you’re a spy.

In showing him the maps I had taken a calculated risk, since tensions by then were high, and knowing the names and origins of the person now living in the house that one had abandoned would have been a great tool for Greek Cypriots seeking reparations.  So instead of telling me what I wanted to know, he repeated what I had heard from other Lapithos Turks: In the old times, we were rich, they would say.  In our grandparents’ times, there were no Greeks here.  All the land belonged to us.  In some of the stories I had heard, they emphasized their grandfathers’ fondness for Greek women.   They had children with them, they said, and began to parcel up the land among them.  Before long, almost nothing was left to the Turks.


Or, they would say, it was because the Turks were too used to being rich and had grown lazy.  The Greeks, who had to struggle, were more industrious, and they began to buy up the land.  In their stories, their own plight begins to elide with the past of legends.  One old woman, Safiye Teyze, told me, In our ancestors’ times, all this land belonged to the Turks.  All of it!  There wasn’t a single Greek here.  Then one day a Greek was thrown out of Lefke, and he came here and started making shoes.  Then more came.


But what about the land? I ask her.

They sold it! Safiye Teyze tells me.  The Turks sold their land!  

There were Greek grocers, and the Turks would go, and they would shop, but they couldn’t pay.  They got into debt, and in the end they’d pay with a piece of land.  For instance, my mother-in-law had some gardens, and in the middle of those a gavur had a garden.  My mother-in-law would say to us, that garden had belonged to one of her relatives. That relative bought two mules from a Greek—in those days there weren’t any cars, everyone would go to Nicosia by horse.  One of those mules fell and broke its leg.  After that, that relative couldn’t pay the debt, and he gave the garden to the gavur.  My mother-in-law would say, “This went for two mules.”  Buying and buying, they got into debt, and they weren’t doing any work.  They sold everything.

Nidai’s story was somewhat different, one less shrouded in the mists of history and more discovered in the margins of documents.  In 1914 when the Ottomans went to war against the English, he began, all the Turks [in Cyprus] in official positions started to be harassed and thrown into prison.  When the rich Turks in Cyprus saw what was happening, they started fleeing to Anatolia.  All the rich Turks fled to Anatolia.  .  .  .  .   And as soon as they left, the English passed a law saying that if there’s a piece of property whose taxes haven’t been paid in twenty years, whoever looks after that property will receive a title deed.  And of course a lot of the property of these rich people who left was being looked after and worked by Greek servants or workers.  So they went and said, “I’ve been taking care of this part of this property.”  The owner isn’t anywhere to be seen, and so that’s how title deeds were distributed.  In other words, the title deed is the most important thing that determined the way that the Greeks got hold of Turkish property.

The title deed, in this instance, becomes a form of theft, a way in which, in the perception of people like Nidai, the law may be used against justice.  In the longer version of his story, he describes how it was originally Turkish pashas who settled Lapithos, building mosques and monuments there.  They built and settled there, he says, because it was beautiful, because they loved the place.  And so he explicitly contrasts a sense of belonging based on love to acquisitiveness based on law.  And in this telling, a title deed may become not only a form of belonging but also a form of disinheritance.

For Greek Cypriots, of course, this same history is read quite differently.  Vasillis' sister-in-law Eleni eulogizes the pure Greek nature of Lapithos.  It was famed in legend, the Greek Kingdom of Lambousa.  She points to a photo of the gymnasium perched on a clifftop, and its neo-Classical façade.  It looks just like the Parthenon, doesn’t it? she asks.  And she continues: The Turks were marauders, she says.  They seized the land.

The bloodiness of the Ottoman conquest and Greek resistance to it is a theme that runs through Greek legends, especially ones that explain place-names and village histories.  There are places whose names mean “the pool of the black one,” or “disgusted by blood,” indicating where a Turk was drowned, or where there was so much blood shed that the land itself became ill with it.  In those legends, villages whose saints were strong were protected from Turks who would have wanted to settle there.  In the village of Yialousa in the Karpassia, for instance, the Archangel Michael turned the Turks who came there to stones and cast them into the sea.  In other villages, saints gave a clever man or woman supernatural powers to outwit the Turks.  Others were not so lucky: Agios Sozomenos, for example, was supposed razed by a pasha who was insulted by the villagers.

Eleni told me about the Turks who came to Lapithos.  Do you know what they did?  In the time of the Turks, the pasha in Nicosia used to demand every girl who was to get married.  There was a girl of Lapithos who was to marry, and he sent his men to fetch her.  But everyone knew that they were coming, and as they descended the mountain through the pass, the men of the village attacked them, chopped up their bodies, and threw them in a well.  Ever after that, the water of that well is bitter. 


These are, one might say, “only” legends, and it’s difficult to assess what they really mean to people, or even what people think when they invoke them.  But there is an interesting consonance between the sensibility expressed in such legends—the relationship of land and people, a land that’s Greek and saints that protect it—and ways that many people talk about the land today.  Many people asked me, “When you see Lapithos, isn’t it just obvious that it’s a Greek village?”  Like Eleni’s invocation of the Parthenon, what is important is a particular sensibility, a way of perceiving the place and one’s relationship to it.

Not long after the border opened, Eleni went on the only visit that she would make to the village, and she wrote about it in the south’s most right-wing daily, Simerini.  In her description, as they descend through the mountains towards Kyrenia, she cries out silently, Yes, it welcomes us, it waits for us.  .  .  .   Ah, Keryneia, my mother!
  In the language that she uses to express her longing, the land speaks to her in Greek.  Even of the new houses, she says, I don’t know, but it seems to me that they speak in a Greek voice.  She describes each thought, each emotion, as they drive west along the coast road toward Lapithos.  Finally, they reach the village and wind through the narrow streets to the square of Agia Paraskevi.  We arrived at Agia Paraskevi.  There’s the square.  The clocks had stopped at 1974.  A known place [gnorimos topos].  “Leave, settlers, your hour has come, all of this land is ours, it wants its real owners.”  


She remembers the faces that used to crowd the coffeeshops and greet her in the streets.  We were all children of the same mother--you, my Lapithos, she extolls.  As they descend through the village, they stop to breathe the air, to survey the landscape from the village’s heights.  Seen from there, it is like the places heard of in Greek legends.  Seen from there, it is waiting to be roused from its sleep by a Greek hand.  Eleni often slips into poetry, trying to express her own pain in words that will also tear through the reader’s heart.  She depicts the land as enslaved and cries, You lived bound up with others/and now you are alone.  In her vision, the land itself had its children taken from it, its community, and is left in silent imprisonment.  It can only cry to them mutely, in a language that only they understand.  

The land itself wants “its real owners,” and it cries to them to return it to its community.  The land’s affinity to them, its love for them, is of course a way of expressing their belonging to it.  This is, one might say, a nationalism that is truly natal, or a patriotism that returns to the original sense of patrida, or fatherland, land of one’s birth.  The key term here is, of course, the land—γη in Greek or toprak in Turkish—in all of its semantic flexibility.  People may not live the nation in their daily lives, but they certainly live the land, in all of its layered meanings of belonging.  And so it should not be surprising that in Cyprus property maps onto territory, and territory comes to stand for property.  For in rather uneven and unpredictable ways, a territorializing that has often taken the form of ethnonationalisms is understood by very many people through local geographies of their own sense of belonging.
Of lemons and laws

Vasillis completed his map in 1998, some five years before the checkpoints opened.  When they did open, Vasillis was one of the first to cross, swept along in a euphoric tide that also brought hopes for a reunification of the island.  In those first weeks, tens of thousands crossed to visit their former villages and the homes left unwillingly behind.  I went with Vasillis and Koula on several of those trips and experienced with them what so many Greek Cypriots returning to their villages say that they find.  The house that Vasillis and Koula had built in their orchards near the sea is now occupied by a Lapithos Turk whom Vasillis knows and who has his own lands on the other side of the village.  The first time we went together, it was before the Annan Plan referendum, and Vasillis was hopeful, and he was planning to return.  “I’m just going to tell him he should go back to his own land,” Vasillis said.  

In the house where Vasillis was born and grew up, there’s now an English couple who believes that the house was English before 1974.  I had to explain to them that, no, the five stone houses on a cliff over looking the sea all belonged to Vasillis’ family, and only the one next door to their own had been sold to the British consulate in the 60s.  Koula’s house is even more difficult, because now a family from Kayseri in Turkey lives there.  Their son had been a soldier in 1974 and had been injured in the invasion of the island.  He was given land in the village and persuaded them to come, and they eventually sold their own land in Kayseri.  “I raised seven children in this house,” the Turkish woman told me.  “I don’t want to leave.”

Such encounters have made it difficult for people to find in their own villages the places they left behind, or the places they held in constant remembrance for thirty years.  It seems that one of the major reasons for Greek Cypriots to vote against the Annan Plan was resistance against encounter with a new reality that told them that things would never go back to the way they once were.  Although Vasillis still goes frequently to visit the village, by the time I left the island a year after the referendum, the initial moment of euphoria had been replaced by considerable ill will, and the original flood across the ceasefire line had dwindled to a trickle.

Immediately after the referendum, a friend told me something that was very prescient but that I didn't believe at the time.  She said to me, "The Cyprus Problem is really all about property.  Now everyone's going to start suing each other.  You just wait and see."  I laughed, but only a few months later her prediction came true.  And it came true in the most unexpected way, in the form of an acquaintance, a friend of friends, a quiet, earnest architect by the name of Meletis Apostolides, a refugee from Lapithos.  I had talked to Meletis several times about the village, and in his quiet way he had often spoken about the village’s beauty and especially about its light, and the clarity of one's orientation in the village.  He recognized it only later, he said, when he moved to London and had to carry a compass to orient himself under the gray skies.


He had gone to London to university and had planned to return to the village after graduating but was never able to do so, because his family was displaced.  Before the war, they had grown lemons in their orchards, exporting them abroad.  His mother's health suffered as a result of the invasion, and he talks about how she refused to buy lemons afterwards.  "We are a family that’s exported millions of lemons, why should we go and pay for lemons now?” she would say.  Meletis had Turkish Cypriot friends who would sometimes bring him lemons from Lapithos, and he would give them to his mother.  "She would never eat them," he says,  "She just wanted to keep them.  She wanted them there, to see, to touch, to smell.  In her old age, each time she would see me, she would ask 'When are we going back to Lapithos?'"

When Meletis returned to Lapithos after the checkpoints opened, he found that an English couple had bought part of his land from a Turkish Cypriot and had built a villa in what used to be his orchard.  The English woman, Linda Orams, would later tell me, He thinks we chopped down the orchard, but that’s just not true.  We bought the villa half-finished, and the trees were already gone.  In fact, we were disappointed that there weren’t more trees, and we began planting. 

This is part of a development boom that's swept across northern Cyprus in the past five years, devastating the landscape and creating an incredible legal tangle.  Before this time, the essential problem had been that of Turkish Cypriots and Turkish settlers living in former Greek Cypriot property, with a smaller number of Greek Cypriots living in Turkish Cypriot property left in the south. Now not only are foreigners being issued unrecognized titles to land in an unrecognized state, but Greek Cypriots are finding their dreams of return cluttered with bulldozers and bungalow complexes.


"I thought about it for several months," Meletis told me.  "But I just couldn't let them get away with it."  When he says that he couldn't let them get away with it, he means that he couldn't let the English couple get away with a breach of what he considered to be just international conventions.  And so he sued.


The fact that he was able to sue at all is a reflection of the incredible legal and political tangle into which the Cyprus Problem has become knotted since the opening of the checkpoints, and since the Republic's entry into the EU.  Prior to this, cases had been brought against Turkey in the EU Court of Human Rights.  In particular, a Greek Cypriot woman, Titina Loizidou, had already won a monumental case against Turkey in the EU court, and other Greek Cypriots had signed on for more such cases.  Recently, the number of suits queued in the European court was reported at approximately 1400.

But the opening of the checkpoints changed the legal frameworks.  Meletis decided to sue in the court of his own country, which claims sovereignty over the north.  And now that the Republic of Cyprus is an EU member, Meletis knew that the decisions of the Republic’s courts would have to be enforced by the EU.  Moreover, because of the open checkpoints Meletis’ lawyer was able to cross to Lapithos and watch as a bailiff issued the summons to the English couple in person.  Not surprisingly, when the case came to court in the south, Meletis won, and the judgment demanded that the villa be demolished and compensation paid.  The case has now been remanded to Britain, where Meletis hopes to seize the couple's properties in England.  A new twist was added to the case when Tony Blair's wife, Cherie Booth, announced that she would represent the English couple.  

Meletis told me that his motivation in bringing the suit was to prevent the destruction of Greek Cypriot land.  “How can there be a solution if nothing’s left for Greeks to return to?” he asked.  But when one sets a precedent, it’s hard to control what will happen afterward.  At the end of April 2005, the first lawsuit against a Turkish Cypriot for use of Greek Cypriot property was brought against a restauranteur in Famagusta, using information obtained when he applied for an identity card in the south.  Indeed, there’s much evidence that the government in the south is tacitly supporting, if not encouraging, such suits.  Very quickly, such suits piled up, and it’s now estimated that several hundred lawsuits to be brought by Greek Cypriots against their Turkish compatriots are queued in the courts of the Republic.  This has, of course, been a divisive step that has created much ill will.  Even though the opening of the checkpoints was peaceful, I heard many Turkish Cypriots say that if a bailiff appeared at their door with a summons, they wouldn’t go out without a fight.   

Now, some Turkish Cypriots have begun again to raise the issue of vakif lands, or lands that had belonged to religious endowments before they were expropriated and redistributed in the British period.  The most disputed territory in the island, the decaying seaside town of Varosia, was always said by former president Rauf Denktash to be built on vakif land.  Now the issue is coming up again.  

Others are beginning to sue for their own land in the south that was expropriated by the Republic of Cyprus in the post-1974 period.  In the largest suit for compensation so far, Hüseyin Helvacıoğlu has produced title deeds saying that a large portion of the international Larnaka Airport was built on his land, and asking compensation of $200 million.  When the suit was announced, journalists had a field day.
“I thank Hüseyin Helvacıoğlu,” wrote one.  “And I hold him forth as a hero who is protecting the honor and dignity of the Cypriot Turk.  .  .  .  [W]hether you like it or not, the Cypriot Turk owns this land.  Both in the south and in the north the richest lands belonged to the Cypriot Turks.  In the English period, the Turks’ inherited lands were given to the Greeks; and later they were seized by the Republic of Cyprus.  And you see after 1974 the Larnaka Airport was built.  Without asking anybody, without paying compensation, completely illegally. . . .”

And, just to complicate matters further, only in mid-February one Arif Mustafa, from Episkopi in the south, finally had enforced a suit that he had won almost a year before in the courts of the south for restitution of his property.  That property is currently occupied by Greek Cypriots, who have to be rehoused by the Republic.  This of course caused immediate panic amongst Greek Cypriot refugees, since estimates indicate that there are about 5,500 potential cases exactly like Mustafa’s.  In addition, there are another 8000 possible cases, where housing for Greek Cypriots was built on Turkish Cypriot land, and another 3500 cases of former Turkish Cypriot businesses being used by Greek Cypriots. 

In an interview with the Turkish Cypriot newspaper Kıbrıs Arif Mustafa argued that the courts in the south were forced to rule in his favor or risk being sent themselves to the EU human rights court.  "Because," he said, "on the one hand you're against invasion, and on the other hand you're an invader.  How can that be?  The Greeks say, 'Turkey occupied the north,' but then they occupied my land in the south.  If I can't enter my property, that means they've occupied it.  How can a state that's entered the EU do something like that?"

Arif Mustafa claims, moreover, that it's the refugees who are going to solve the Cyprus Problem, simultaneously using the law to fight against the state and to support certain state interests.  "I wrote a petition to the government to get my house back, and eight months later the housing director called me and said, 'Did you write a petition to get your house back?'  'Yes,' I said.  'In that case, show me the house,' he said.  After that he told me that the house wouldn't be given to me.  We argued.  I said to him, 'Whatever conditions you say your refugees came here under, we went to the north under the same conditions.  You were afraid of the Turkish army, but the forces of the Greek coup and Makarios chased us from our land,' I said."

What I think Arif's story shows are the fractured and unexpected ways in which intimate understandings of land and its histories can rebound to affect the course of an international problem.  Now it seems that Cypriots are faced with the possible creation of a legal, de facto “solution” that would stand in the way of a true political one.  
Conclusion: The Politics of Legitimation and the Pieces of Peace


John and Jean Comaroff have recently noted that “[w]hat once happened in parliaments, street protests, and political councils now find a new space of contestation.  History itself is being fought out in the courts, and thereby repoliticized by recourse to the juridical.  .  .  .  Politics, if you will, has become lawfare.”
  The Comaroffs refer to the ways in which actors in political struggles have begun to use venues such as the European Court of Human Rights and the International Court of Justice, or opportunities such as the torts claim act of the United States, to advance their political claims.  For my own purposes, I’m going to define lawfare as the pursuit of strategic ends by judicial means.


The Comaroffs use the example of “lawfare” over the commodification of culture, where various state and non-state actors have brought suit in international courts over copyright infringement where the “invention” in question is culture itself.  The Comaroffs, then, see lawfare as a continuation of the politics of difference in the juridical field.  I believe, though, that Cypriots’ actions point us in the direction of a different sort of politics, one that I’ll provisionally call a “politics of legitimation,” since it asks for rulings not on the status of cultural difference but rather on claims of historical right.  Lawsuits effectively attempt to legitimate a territorial claim through reducing it to a legal dispute over a property regime.  One asks a transnational legal body to recognize one as the “real,” the legitimate owner, but the only way in which that can be done is through a historical judgment that has the effect of reinscribing nation-state politics, if in an uneven and haphazard way.  

Unlike claims over culture, which is presumably inalienable, property is an alienable possession.  But in these suits, property is invariably treated as an inalienable possession, what the Greek Cypriot Minister of the Interior recently called a “sacred and inviolable right.”  Of course, the only way to turn property into an inalienable possession, or legally to make a claim of absolute right, is also to make a claim about territory, and therefore about history and politics.
  Indeed, respondents in the civil suits have remarked that those suits were treated like criminal cases and that they were really trials of history.  Putting history on trial is in some sense every wronged person’s dream, especially when the legal cards are stacked in one’s favor.  But the effect here is that one asks transnational courts not only to recognize the legality of one’s existence, but to recognize that only oneself has a legal existence.  This is, then, the juridical equivalent of conquest.


And so just as the demise of the nation-state is being loudly declared, Cyprus presents a case in which nation-state politics are reinscribed, even as Cypriots bring that politics to the level of individual action.  Vasillis, who voted for the Annan Plan, has also told me that he plans to take his case to the EU court, or possibly to sue the Turkish Cypriot now using his land.  And so, paradoxically, the opening of the ceasefire line in Cyprus has led to the development of new borders that may be longer-lasting and more impenetrable than anyone had dreamed.
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