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Today as in the past, the (re)production of alterity or, put more simply, diversity, is
central to the structuring of social, political, economic and cultural relations among
individuals, groups and communities.1 The mobilisation of differences and/or
similarities shapes the perception and experience of encounters and clashes with a
more or less distant ‘other(s).’2
Importantly, otherness results from ‘a discursive process by which a dominant
in-group […] constructs one of many dominated out-groups by stigmatizing […] real
or imagined differences.’3 As such, in defining the limits of membership, the social
reproduction of diversity is constituent to the construction of sameness, that is, of
perceived and experienced ‘in-group homogeneity.’4
Consequent to this mobilisation of diversity and similarity ‘different subjects are
formed[:] hegemonic subjects – that is, subjects in powerful social positions as well as
those subjugated to these powerful conditions.’5 This means that the act of ‘othering’
– as the process through which one or more groups demarcate what is different and,
potentially, unacceptable against what is similar and, thus, acceptable6 – produces
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inclusion and exclusion as it is inscribed within the everyday (re)distribution of power
in society.7
Across different geographical scales and depending on the contextual
hierarchical relations, through history selected groups of people have come to be
represented as (dangerous) ‘others.’ Through their portrayal and treatment as strangers
to most people’s everyday life, these out-groups and the cultural, economic, social and
political mores ascribed to them have often been marginalised if not expelled from
mainstream society.8
Accordingly, physical and non-physical boundaries of difference and similarity
are not fixed. On the contrary, lines of exclusion and incorporation are contextdependent since they are generated and/or transformed through space and time on
the basis of specific political, economic, social and cultural configurations.9
In ancient Greece, the derogative image of the Barbarian was employed to mark
the difference between the urbanised Greek and the ‘uncivilised’ non-Greek world.10
A very similar understanding of the term was later mobilised by the Romans to name
those living on the other side of the expanding frontiers of the Roman Empire. Yet,
with ‘the consolidation of Christian kingdoms […] the “new barbarians” came to
signify […] also non-Christian[s].’11
During colonialism, Europe’s self-perception expanded to (re)define its
boundaries beyond Christendom. Through exploration first, colonial exploitation and
imperialism later, those views on the ‘orientalised other’12 which originated in the
classical texts, the Bible or travellers’ tales were supplanted and/or complemented with
other and more elaborate descriptions.13
For instance, the systemic collection of anthropological knowledge14 on the
colonised and the consequent deployment of racism(s)15 in the governance of the
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colonies developed within the Enlightenment and further cemented the juxtaposition
between a rational, industrious Europe – whose apical figure was embodied in the
white upper-middle class English gentleman16 – and the irrational, lazy and nonwhite/European ‘other.’17
With decolonisation, new national and ethnic identities had to be forged in the
newly ‘liberated’ territories.18 Importantly, as the dismantling of colonial empires took
place, racist public discourse(s) became increasingly marginalised and silenced, with
several societies coming to be (projected as) increasingly multicultural. 19 This explains
why new understandings of otherness – for example, ethnicity – came to be utilised to
re-define and re-organise sameness and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. 20
The purpose of this small selection of contributions is to diachronically focus
on the transforming and somehow mobile understanding of otherness and sameness
in some key European societies. The objective is to offer a multidisciplinary –historical
and sociological – view on the multiple ways in which cultural, political, social and
economic alterity is generated within specific institutional and societal settings.
The first essay, by Dana Caciur, deals with the sixteenth-century borderland of
Venetian Dalmatia, separating (but also connecting) the Serenissima and the Ottoman
Empire. By focusing on the middle of the century and, more precisely, on the period
between 1549 and 1570, the author provides an in-depth view on two trans-border
and very mobile out-groups of the time: the Uskoks and the Morlachs.
By discussing the records on these populations present in the state archives of
Venice and Zadar, the article offers us a detailed view of how these two minorities
were defined – and thus constructed – by the Venetian authorities. In so doing, Caciur
offers us the external description of the ethnicity of the Morlachs and the Uskoks
attributed to them by the most powerful actors in society, the Venetian officials.21
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Importantly, by combining different sources, the author is also able to bring to
the surface the extent to which both ‘out-groups’ of unsettled subjects22 strategically
deployed this exogenous cultural/ethnic identity. Indeed, this ascribed membership
was pivotal to allowing the Morlachs access to the rights and opportunities made
available by the Venetian masters.
Similar to contemporary multicultural settings where ethnicity is utilised by
minority groups to advance claims in society,23 for example, for the recognition of
specific cultural and/or religious rights, the Morlachs were granted a special status
within the Serenissima and protection from the Uskoks. Yet, the Morlachs did not
hesitate to join the Uskoks in their territories to escape the Venetian justice system,
and/or to share the loot of cross-border criminal activities, hence unveiling the
Morlachs’ – but also the Uskoks’ – instrumental use of their attributed ethnicity.24
With the following essay by David Do Paço the focus moves to the eighteenth
century. Through the analysis of 31 German cookbooks of the time, the author
critically engages with the use and conceptualisation of ‘foreignness’ in social history.
In particular, he follows Cerrutti’s approach to move away from understandings of
foreignness linked to territoriality and/or nationality and favour a line which
concentrates on practices of exclusion/inclusion in early modern societies.
For contemporary food culture, recipes have come to be associated with local
territories and communities, so specific dishes often come to be treated as key markers
of local, regional or national identities25 regardless of, for instance, the geographical
provenience of the ingredients and the cooking techniques utilised to prepare them.26
As for the German-written cookbooks circulating in the Holy Roman Empire which
are considered by Do Paço, the mention of food, cooking techniques and manners as
foreign – and thus, somehow diverse – was not fixed. On the contrary, the different
accounts of what was considered to be local food reveal the extent to which
foreignness was situational rather than ubiquitous.27
Due to changes in the publishing industry, over the first half of the century
popular cumulative collections were replaced by volumes which linked dishes to
specific social practices and norms, such as the order of serving. Through this process,
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the definition of foreign food and recipes within the Holy Empire transformed, to
differ not only between regions, but also based on very practical considerations. For
instance, locality/nativeness came to overlap with the availability of a given product,
rather than the actual place where that specific food was produced.28
The definition of what was to be included in local cuisine was thus marked by a
process of incorporation or assimilation which originated in the very practicalities
necessary to put together a specific dish and recipe. Here, foreignness had little to do
with territorial origin and/or authenticity: the inclusion of dishes in the local, regional
or national cuisine depended on the political economy of their production and
consumption.29
Finally, the last contribution of this thematic issue concentrates on the twentiethcentury process of the formation of a national identity in a former European colony:
Gibraltar. Based on about 400 oral history interviews collected from people of a very
wide age range living on both sides of the frontier, the authors disentangle the locals’
experiences of the transforming local cross-border relations.
Giacomo Orsini, Andrew Canessa, and Luis Martinez concentrate on the border
as a key experienced and perceived barrier which allows Gibraltarians to instrumentally
project themselves as a distinct national community. In practice, the authors offer us
a microhistorical perspective30 on major geopolitical transformations – the partial
decolonisation of the enclave and the closure of the local land border with Spain – and
their impact on the everyday cross-border social, cultural, political and economic life
in the area. The overarching goal is to cast light on how these changes came to
transform the locals’ self-perception both in continuity and in contrast with their
neighbours from across the frontier.
The case of the tiny British colony – today, formally, a British Overseas Territory
– is extremely emblematic for analyses of the construction of national/ethnic identities
in (post)colonial settings.31 As colonial subjects, over the centuries the Gibraltarians –
a civilian population made up of people of Genoese, Spanish, Maltese, Portuguese,
Sindhi, Sephardic, British and Moroccan descent32 – had been very much aware of their
subaltern position in the colonial society of the time. Accordingly, also due to the
porosity of the local border, the Gibraltarians – many of whom had a Spanish parent
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Human Geography 31, no. 1 (2007): 23–42.
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(1994): 519–45.
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Springer, 2008), 79–98.
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– tended to identify themselves with the Spanish culture, and Spanish was by far the
most widely spoken language in the enclave. Yet, following Franco’s closure of the
land border, the inhabitants of Gibraltar came to progressively reject anything Spanish.
Now their identification with the colonisers is such that they often claim to be ‘more
British than the British.’33
As is evident in the three cases approached in this issue, the mobilisation of
tangible and intangible boundaries of difference is central to demarcating ‘the
parameters within which identities are conceived, perceived, perpetuated and
reshaped.’34 Importantly, these boundaries are never fixed as they instead move and/or
appear and disappear within or without any given society depending on the contextual
power relations between individuals, groups and communities.
The cases of the Morlachs and the Uskoks of Venetian Dalmatia, the eighteenthcentury German cookbooks of the Holy Empire, and border relations in the Gibraltar
area expose the arbitrariness of otherness and sameness.35 Alterity, foreignness and
diversity do not necessarily originate from actual, predetermined or somehow ancestral
cultural differences.
On the contrary, otherness is fictional as it responds to an instrumental/strategic
‘social process of exclusion and incorporation’36 to (re)distribute and/or preserve
privilege and disadvantage in society.
Interestingly, therefore, the study of cultural/ethnic difference does not tell us
much about actual cultural/ethnic diversity or similarity. Yet, investigating how
otherness originates and operates in society can reveal hegemonic practices and
groups, as well as the strategies that subaltern individuals, groups and communities can
undertake to resist them.37
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