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This essay describes my work as a Fulbright Scholar in the country of Cyprus during the year of 
2011.  The Fulbright Program is sponsored by the United States Department of State, Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs.  Under a cooperative agreement with the Bureau, the Council 
for International Exchange of Scholars (CIES) assists in the administration of the Fulbright 
Scholar Program for faculty and professionals. 

I arrived in Cyprus in December 2010 to begin a six-month assignment starting in January 2011.  

My proposed project was twofold:  (1) work with the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot 

Universities in addressing their individual library challenges, and assist with their future plans 

and aspirations; and (2) promote understanding while honoring cultural, ethnic, and religious 

differences between the two divided ethnic communities (Turkish and Greek Cypriots).  

Country Background 

Cyprus is a member of the European Union; a county with a rich and ancient history from 

10,000 BC to the present.  The Republic of Cyprus became an independent state in 1960, and a 

month later, became a member of the United Nations.  The Constitution of the Republic, which 

came into effect on the day of independence, was intended to balance the interests of both the 

Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities.  Cyprus, Greece, Turkey, and the United 

Kingdom entered into a treaty to guarantee the basic provisions of the Constitution and the 

territorial integrity of Cyprus.   

The accumulated tension between the two communities resulted in the outbreak of violence in 

1963.  United Nations Peacekeeping Forces were deployed to Cyprus in 1964 to prevent further 

fighting between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities.  In 1974, the conflict 

escalated to a war.  The outcome of this 1974 political conflict divided the country of Cyprus into 

the North section and the South, keeping the two Cypriot communities (Greek and Turkish) 

separated to this day.  The UN Council mandated the UN Peacekeeping Force to stay on the 

island, try to maintain a ceasefire, and guard the buffer zone that divided the country.   

Political Climate 

At the time I arrived in Cyprus, reform and social revolution were taking place in the Middle 

East, starting with Libya, Egypt, Yemen, and Syria.  The entire political climate of the Middle 

East was charged with demonstrations, violence in the streets, and attempts to overthrow 

governments.    
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Six months prior to my arrival in Cyprus, the New York Times published an article, ―Letter from 

Cyprus in a Divided Land: Lessons in Living Together‖, by Nick Thorpe (August 15, 2010).  The 

reporter interviewed a group of 29 devout Jews, Muslims, Christians, and radical secularists 

from fifteen countries visiting Nicosia, Cyprus’ divided capital.  Nick Thorpe asked Father 

Ngabirano, a Catholic priest from Uganda, what he would take home from Cyprus.  The priest 

responded, ―The challenge is to apply what I have learned here without being regarded as a 

traitor by my own community — or a spy by the other.‖  

Establishing Trust was to become the essential element of my work.  I realized that navigating 

the political and human conflict cultivated in a troubled region for centuries would be the most 

important and most challenging aspect of my work.  

I started by establishing good relations with the Office of Public Affairs at the American 

Embassy in Nicosia. Through serious meetings and consultation sessions, I was able to 

understand the different political dynamics I was going to encounter. Even as a Cypriot national, 

well informed and proficient in the cultural and political sensitivities of the two communities, 

my meetings at the American Embassy of Nicosia proved invaluable in information sharing and 

reflection on daily events.  The Office of Public Affairs at the American Embassy introduced me 

to the local Fulbright Commission Officers in the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities who 

became my liaisons to their respective university communities, as well as to library 

communities.       

The Project 

As part of my work with the Greek and Turkish Cypriot library communities, I was to conduct 

seminars and lectures in library user reference; assist in development of a library liaison 

program and information literacy program for the University of Cyprus (UCY) curriculum; 

lecture on topics such as the Value of Libraries and Promoting Library Services ; facilitate 

discussion, collaboration, and partnerships among the Cypriot colleges and universities, and 

with the Cyprus Association of Librarians (CALIS).   

Upon successful completion of these tasks, I then guided my efforts toward the next level of 

international partnerships by facilitating an agreement between the OCLC network leadership 

team in Europe and Cypriot universities.  The successful outcome of these negotiations was to 

enable membership of Cyprus’ largest university library into the global bibliographic system, 

providing the basis for building a robust national library system.  

I considered reaching out to the two Cypriot ethnic communities the most important aspect of 

my work.  It was imperative I could find ways to promote understanding between these library 

communities while honoring their cultural, ethnic, and religious differences.    

I worked closely with the Office of Public Affairs of the United States Embassy in Nicosia, 

Cyprus to develop bi-communal library programs for the Greek and Turkish Cypriot library 

communities that consisted of seminars, lectures, and conferences.  Through support of the U.S. 

Department of State, I was able to invite a distinguished library speaker from the United States 

(Cornell University Librarian Anne Richardson Kenney) to Cyprus. who spoke on the subject of 

library collaborations.  
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Through a highly politically-ethnically sensitive process, political leaders, librarians, and 

educators from these two war-torn communities attended the one-day conference hosted at the 

Cyprus Fulbright Center, located in the neutral United Nations buffer zone.   The conference 

afforded the opportunity to librarians and educators to explore areas of mutual benefit, trust, 

collaboration, and cultural understanding.   

As a result of my work, the U.S. Department of State sponsored the visit of two Cypriot 

librarians (a Turkish Cypriot and a Greek Cypriot) to the United States as international visitors.  

The purpose of this visit was to engage them into further understanding of diverse but highly 

collaborative practices in librarianship in institutions such as the State University System of 

New York (SUNY), Cornell University, and Columbia University.   

Divided but Inseparable 

It was during the last day of my work at a Turkish Cypriot University that the two worlds of 

these two ethnically and politically divided communities came together Librarians brought out a 

book from Special Collections published in Istanbul in 1884 According to the handwritten 

inscription, it had belonged to a Greek woman who lived in Istanbul at the turn of the 20th 

century.  The Turkish librarians did not recognize the content of this book because the text was 

printed in the Greek alphabet. Naturally, they believed it to be a Greek book.  They asked me to 

examine it and explain more about it.   

As I began to read the Greek text out loud, their eyes lit up.  On the other hand,  I understood 

nothing of the Greek text I was reading.  They understood my every spoken word: the Greek text 

spelled out the phonetic pronunciation of Turkish words!  A 1884 publication, printed 

with Greek letters, but it was phonetically pronounced in the Turkish language.  I recognized the 

book as a rare type of printed works called Karamanlidika, a language used by  the Turkish-

speaking Orthodox Christians of Cappadocia in the region of the troglodytic ecclesiastical and 

monastic communities of the Byzantine Empire.  It was an incredible realization of how the lives 

of Turks and the Greeks have been so intertwined, their fate inseparable, but their existence to 

remain divided throughout centuries.  

The Message 

On a sunny spring day, while traveling through a remote village, I came upon a big sign situated 

on the main road connecting two villages.  It spelled the words Library = Democracy + Critical 

Thinking!  I looked around to find the library, but there wasn’t any.  The village serves a farming 

community of 300 souls.  It has one grocery store, one school, three churches, and – as far as I 

know – no library.  Yet the sign in the middle of the road conveys an important message: 

Library = Democracy + Critical Thinking!     
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Centuries of history in the European and Middle Eastern region have demonstrated that peace 

and coexistence are not inherent virtue.  Peace, friendship, and collaboration are all achieved 

through extraordinary efforts of common people.  Despite the challenges of a small country like 

Cyprus divided by borders, barbed wire, and political and religious beliefs, there is always the 

spirit of enlightenment that rises above our differences and unites us in our common purpose.   

International assignments such as these often become life-changing experiences.  Our common 

purpose is to become useful to others; our common bond is our humanity. 


