
CHAPTER 2

Fantasy of Conviviality: Banalities
of Multicultural Settings and What We Do
(Not) Notice When We Look at Them

Magdalena Nowicka

Introduction

Since my first engagement with conviviality in 2011 when preparing the
conference I co-organised in Göttingen with Steven Vertovec, Peter van der
Veer and Arjun Appadurai, and the year following the conference which
I dedicated to the edited volume on comparing convivialities (Nowicka
and Vertovec 2014), the term conviviality has gained popularity I/we did
not envision. My own motivation for the conference back in 2011/2012
was to move the discussion on diversity beyond cosmopolitanism. At that
time, I considered the concept of cosmopolitanism to be too Eurocentric
and too normative, as well as too overstrained in the scholarly and public
debates to be analytically useful, and I saw two alternatives: to reject it or to
radically change it (Braidotti 2013). I thus probed conviviality as a way of
reflecting on the shortages of cosmopolitanism and more broadly on how
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other authors approach the issue of ‘living-with-difference’. In particular,
it made me re-think ‘difference’ (Lisiak and Nowicka 2017).

I now look back at the last years of the scholarly debate which followed
the proposal (I do not intend to claim that it was earned to our publi-
cation) to think of human diversity and inter-personal relations with the
help of the notion of ‘conviviality’. This review is not only positive: I see a
tendency to map places, people and situations as convivial, in opposition to
places, people and situations which are less so. I had criticised this kind of
tedious exercise in relation to cosmopolitanism, and this critique was one of
the reasons I engaged with conviviality. Further, I notice that conviviality
becomes particularly popular in the context of studies in settings which are
shaped by international migration. While this was also a focus on our first
contribution on conviviality (Nowicka and Vertovec 2014), owing to the
empirical work we have been doing, I feel this does not meet the expecta-
tions I had for this term. I saw its potential rather in how conviviality could
help us to reframe the debates on society, not on diversity, as I elaborate
in this chapter.

In this chapter I use the term ‘fantasy’, for it points towards some-
thing imaginary, desired but chimerical. In the current and past debates,
conviviality emerges as an imaginary of the relationship between me/us
and them/others (Gilroy 2004). Alike cosmopolitanism it engages ideas
around identity and difference (Moore 2013). The majority of works on
conviviality dedicates attention to the myriad of fleeting intersections and
interactions between people, leaving the issue of state policies for managing
‘diversity’ unaddressed. The main challenge for social sciences, it seems, is
the chimerical nature of mundane human encounters. On the other hand,
many engagements with conviviality convey a fantasy in terms of a desired
condition. Thereby, the works which focus the ‘factual’ are as normative as
these works which convey a vision of convivial (future) society, for ‘facts’
onlymake sense in a particular normative order (Taylor 2004). Throughout
this chapter, thus, I will try to show how the scholarly notion of conviviality
is embedded in the Western normative order which relies on the imaginary
of an individual as a social being. The potential I see in employing the
notion of conviviality relates to a shift in focus on individual towards the
sociality. I realise this is not a new postulate (we may think, e.g., of social
studies of science and technology which urged us to re-think the notion
of individual subject and agency), but I think we have arrived at the point
when we could consider the very premise of our scholarly engagement with
‘the social’ anew.
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In order to do so, I engage closer with conviviality as a mode of think-
ing of human togetherness. My reflections are based on the reading of two
books which introduce a historical perspective on norms and ideas around
‘con-vivir ’—‘living together’: Charles Taylor’s Modern Social Imaginaries
(2004) and Almudena Hernando’s The Fantasy of Individuality (2017).
These works serve me as heuristics to make sense of the conviviality debate
and to identify its potentials and pitfalls. I do not intend here a comprehen-
sive theory of conviviality through an intense engagement with philosophy
or social theory. My ambition is rather small: I look at the field which I
know best, which is migration and diversity studies, and develop a pro-
posal for its conceptual renewal along the lines of conviviality. The main
question which I follow is how the myth of individuality shapes research in
this field and how this research could be different.

I start the contribution with a short summary of the key arguments
of Taylor (2004) and Hernando (2017). Out of many possible aspects
these authors discuss I selected three which serve me as a lens to look at
the conviviality literature: (1) courtesy and civility; (2) collaboration and
alliances; and (3) social individuals. As the reader will notice, these aspects
are intertwined: courtesy and civility entail collaboration and alliances, and
these are possible thanks to and contribute to the sense of an individual as a
social being. By analytically distinguishing these aspects I want to emphasise
the imaginaries with which the authors writing about conviviality operate.
Thereby, my review moves swiftly between the micro- and macro-level of
sociality. This is intentional here, but not common in the literature on con-
viviality which either focuses global challenges or local, ordinary practices.
In my review, I am inclined to accept Bourdieu’s standpoint that micro-
practices are significant for reproduction of macrostructures of societies.

I contrast these practices, ideas and places which are made visible by
the literature on conviviality, with what this literature omits when dis-
cussing conviviality—family, friendship, relations of care and intimacy, pri-
vate sphere, power and identity and gender relations. I argue these omis-
sions are to be understood in the context of Western modern social imag-
inary. This embedding of conviviality in Western modern social imaginary
hinders us from developing the full potential of the term ‘conviviality’.
Thus, I ask how could it be otherwise? What would it mean to reject this
heritage and move the discussion beyond it?
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(Western Modern) Social Imaginary

The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor proposed the concept social
imaginary to describe what he considers builds up the core of Western
modernity. Social imaginary according to Taylor means ideas, convictions,
ideals, understandings, norms and values surrounding living together as
humans (Taylor 2004). Social imaginary is both factual and normative
because the idea of how things should go, and how things usually go, is
interwoven: what and how we do things make sense only within this spe-
cific social imaginary, even if we are not necessarily able to explain our
behaviour. Social imaginary is thus a largely inarticulate understanding,
but some parts of it can be explicated as doctrines or theories of our social
world and perpetuated and changed by them. Taylor analyses several ele-
ments of what he calls Western modern social imaginary. At the core of it,
Taylor argues, is the idea of society of autonomous individuals who come
together to form a political entity; these people are understood as rational,
sociable agents who have a certain moral obligation towards each other
(p. 3). In this modern imaginary, humans are capable of shaping, and thus
changing, a social order which appears as having a real, factual existence
(p. 11). Further elements of this imaginary include the presumption of
equality of humans, value of security as common good, division between
private and public space and value of reason and individuality. This mod-
ern Western social imaginary manifests in social forms such as the market
economy or the state.

Taylor sketches the historical conditions and developments of modernity
without aiming at causal explanation of the rise of modern social imaginary
(p. 8). He moves between the present day and the early modern times as
he discusses the consolidation of the new moral order characterising West-
ern modernity. Occasionally, he draws a comparison with the ancient times
to highlight the distinguishing features of Western modernity. In asking
how come that we are as we are, we do what we do and we think what we
think, Taylor points towards several transformations, but he refrains from
assigning power to shape social imaginary to any single (nor to several)
external factor such as the extension of the markets. Instead, he argues that
the unintended and endogenous processes—sets of practices, improvisa-
tions—gradually change the meaning people assign to them (p. 30). As
Hernando (2017) demonstrates, some aspects of modernity have deeper
roots than Taylor’s work might suggest. In particular, individuated iden-
tity that has developed since the prehistorical times and which is absent in
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the social order of the present-day egalitarian societies1 made the Western
modern moral order possible to emerge.

Hernando (2017) argues that with growing mobility and specialisa-
tion of tasks performed to secure survival, humans—primarily men, at
first—gradually developed a new type of largely unconscious self-perception
(identity) which was based on their belief of own difference from the group
they were born into and on the fantasy of own superiority and control vis-à-
vis nature (p. 107). She argues that this process was conditioned by the tech-
nological advancement which enabled humans to feel in control, and thus
safe, in the world (Elias 1991, 1994). Rationality and change are central to
this feeling. Both seem to us now natural and universal to the extent that
capability of rational thinking and (personal and societal) change as some-
thing factual and desirable are considered as intrinsic essence of humanity,
despite that they are time and space specific, hence exceptional (Hernando
2017: 60, 63). Rationality has become the main pillar on which Enlight-
enment thought rests (Honneth 1987; Beiser 1996; Dupré 2004), but
Hernando argues that the belief in reason and its power can be traced back
to the prehistoric humans and investigated by studying their material cul-
ture. Contrary to these authors who associate change as exclusively modern
feature (Wagner 2012; Fukuyama 1992; Mouzakitis 2017), she claims that
change that humans dare, desire and value as a mode of survival is much
older than the modern idea of progress and acceleration (Hernando 2017:
45, 134). Both rationality and change are powerful elements in telling the
story of humanity in terms of becoming (better) then we were, embracing
risks and imagining the future. It has led to development of (positivist)
science and the claim of primacy of scientific expertise. It also ensued in a
particular understanding of the world which relies on our reducing of its
complexity with the help of simple dichotomies, such as nature–culture,
reason–emotion or individual–society (Hernando 2017: 3–4).2

The main argument that Hernando develops is that this rational, indi-
viduated human (man) canmaintain the imaginary of the world and himself
only by denying the importance, in fact the necessity, of strong emotional
bonds with his or her own group and the indispensability of human inter-
relatedness and interdependence. Yet to sustain the image of oneself as an
individual defined by his or her personal difference from another human
(along the lines of gender, skin colour, hair texture, ethnicity, religion,
lifestyle, taste, body size, education, class, income, etc.) is possible only if
the deepest emotional existential need of humans is fulfilled despite that
it is denied. Thus, the myth of individuality requires a complex system of
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substitution and delegation, and Hernando claims that gender inequality
regime is such a mechanism that enables (wo)men to sustain the fantasy of
an autonomous and rational individual.3 Within this regime, women have
been in charge of forging bonds, while men have substituted the bonds
that had once linked them to their original group for alliances with peers
inside and outside their own groups (Hernando 2017). Gender hierarchy
is central to this type of emotional relationships maintained by individu-
ated men (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Yet Hernando (2017: 111)
argues that the fantasy of individuality has long stopped being an exclusive
feature of men, and she stresses that both men and women are to various
degrees individuated. The coexistence of two modes of identity produces
a contradiction, a tension which cannot be escaped easily, and which often
disembogues into nostalgia for community and conviviality.

Without judging the historical truth or the correctness of Hernando’s
or Taylor’s arguments, I will apply them as heuristic to engage with the
literature on conviviality. I take into account that this approach is necessarily
selective and reductionist, but I believe it helps to focus these elements of
the conviviality debate which often remain obvious and thus hidden. Also,
it opens up a possibility to think of conviviality as an alternative to the
current mode of being in the world.

Re-reading the Convivial Fantasy with Heuristic
of (Western Modern) Social Imaginary

Conviviality as Courtesy

In its everyday meaning, conviviality is related to joyful gatherings, good
company and feasting (Dunlap 2009; Freitag 2014; Phull et al. 2015). The
growing scholarly interest in meetings involving eating, drinking and con-
versing seems paradigmatic to the current concern with less formal (com-
paring to, e.g., community) configurations (Harris 2016). Several themes
tend to repeat in the debate. First, various scholars attend to the every-
day ‘gestures of conviviality’ in ephemeral situations in urban spaces. Such
gestures express a set of rules that prohibit aggressive or disrespectful con-
duct and prescribe friendly communication in situations which may not
necessarily invite such behaviour (Goffman 1963, 1971; Laurier and Philo
2006; Wise and Velayutham 2014; Georgiou 2017). Second, much schol-
arly attention is dedicated to a particular social setting in urban spaces sat-
urated by immigrants and by diversity of their languages, practices, prod-
ucts and signage (Amin 2002; Gilroy 2006; Amin 2012b; Noble 2013;
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Wessendorf 2014; Wise and Velayutham 2014; Padilla et al. 2015; Wise
2016). In this context, conviviality appears in result of a certain compe-
tence people have to navigate this diversity, facilitated by a particular mate-
rial infrastructure which slows traffic and invites dwelling. Confusingly, this
competence was previously labelled intercultural, later cosmopolitan, and
now it appears as a basic human feature. Not only is this shift a cause of
confusion, for the difference between intercultural, cosmopolitan and con-
vivial is fuzzy; by shifting the focus from cosmopolitan to convivial, it is
suggested that the competence to successfully operate in such urban spaces
is ordinary and universal.

The heuristic of modern social imaginary helps to address two issues
troubling these debates. First, we may argue that the debate of conviviality
reveals little new; at least, it misses to declare what is new about such con-
vivial situations it describes. Long before the interest in conviviality, social
historians pointed to the fact that all kinds of encounters—from ceremonial
and formal to the ephemeral ones in street or coffee houses—are shaped by
rituals and conventions (Withington 2007). What now is termed ‘gestures
of conviviality’ is a form of courtesy. Courtesy is a way of acting as though
one would be in personal relations with others who are not ones kin. Since
Renaissance, courtesy has been the core element of the modern cultural
competence (O’Callaghan 2004; Abrams and Ewan 2017). The same kind
of skills that enabled people in the early modern Europe to socialise in
public across gender and socio-economic status (Curtin 1985; Withington
2007), without questioning it or aiming at its destabilisation—speaking
properly (and in foreign language), being friendly, showing respect, dis-
playing tolerance towards other religious beliefs, knowledge of other places
and cultures or easiness with and preference for foreign tastes and foods—is
now considered central to operate in settings differentiated along the lines
of ethnicity, race or religion. But we know that courtesy has been an out-
come of (elitist) humanistic education that was not available to all (Taylor
2004). For example, women in Europe (with few exceptions) were long
excluded from university studies and were educated for silence rather than
for conversation (Gibson 1989). Such ‘thin conviviality’ indeed operates
hand in hand with sexism or racism. By assuming that convivial encounters
are a natural instinct of individuals as social beings, and courtesy is a skill
we all carry in us to handle such encounters, the scholarship misrecognises
the variety of forms of conviviality (Heil 2013).

Sketching the long and complex transformation into modernity, Tay-
lor points to the role of courtesy in development of a new paradigm of
sociability (Taylor 2004). In this respect, he follows Norbert Elias who
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argued the growing importance of conversation and politeness for the civil-
ising process as a mean of regulating living together in the increasingly
urbanised world (Elias 1994). Courtesy thus carries a second meaning,
as mode of governing of social relations. To look at situations which are
now termed ‘convivial’ through the lens of courtesy helps thus to address
a second trouble of the conviviality debate, which is the function of cour-
tesy (and possibly conviviality) for maintaining a particular social order. It is
because courtesy in encounters—conversation, talking, pleasing, being tol-
erant and open—creates a situation of ‘quasi-equality’ which Taylor (2004)
considers characteristic of Western modernity. The systematic treatment of
‘others’ as if they were equals belonged to the cultural capacity of European
elites in the Enlightenment and beyond this period (Gordon 1994; Bryson
1998; Klein 2012). Georg Simmel also attended to how enjoyable gath-
erings promising egalitarian order are foundational of modern sociability
(Simmel and Hughes 1949).

The lens of courtesy brings thus another aspect to light which has so far
been largely neglected: the centrality of the normative of equality and how
it operates in daily encounters in modern urban spaces to create a set of
expectations towards people in such spaces. The (modern) ideal of equality
motivates people to suppress the difference (e.g. age, gender, class, religion
or ethnicity) and the system which relies on it (Gilroy 2004) and to rest
the interaction of the agreement on the commonality (such as friendship,
shared interest, ideological conviction, common goals).

Yet bridging differences by mean of courtesy between interacting indi-
viduals should not be mistaken for overcoming these differences. Gath-
erings labelled ‘convivial’ often remain highly exclusive along the lines of
friendship, kin, gender, class or ethnicity and race (Nayak 2017). This kind
of simultaneity of conviviality and exclusion due to pertaining hierarchies
of power is often addressed as a paradox (Back 2016; Nayak 2017; Tyler
2017; Neal et al. 2018). But if we return to the notion of courtesy, we
gain a slightly different angle to look at this coexistence. As Simmel or
Taylor emphasised, convivial situations generate nothing more than a mere
impression of freedom from material or other axes of inequality between
the participants (Simmel and Hughes 1949).

This promise of freedom from structural inequalities is essential and
needs further investigation. Such take on conviviality requires us to re-
consider themodernWestern claims of recognition of individual difference,
for example. We also need to dedicate more attention to the workings of
equality claims. Paradoxically, the sort of ‘convivial cultural competence’
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resting on the ideal of equality both helps to silence out structural inequal-
ities and produces new lines of exclusion. As Arnold and König (2017)
showed for anti-Semitic tendencies in contemporary Berlin, those who do
not display convivial conduct in interreligious and interethnic encounters
are refused not only having the required cultural competence but more
generally civility.

Conviviality as Civility

Civility in Western modernity stands continuedly for a skill that enables
cohabitation without rancour, a rational behaviour that requires to abstain
from the excesses of antagonism despite differences (Bailey 1996). It is
rooted in courtesy, but in the course of the reinforcement of modernity,
it starts to denote a mode of governing societies, not only interactions
(Bryson 1998). ‘Being civil’ stands thus not only for behaving properly,
but means also being a contributing, active, responsible and conscious
member of a group. This aspect of civility is central to these works on
conviviality which consider conflict as functional to social order. Partly,
this body of work resembles the ideas first formulated by Simmel (1903),
but the political theories of agonism seem a stronger source of inspiration.
These theories claim that conflict is productive to politics if it is framed
by rules (Mouffe 2016). If conflict is practised as conversation (“war with
words”), it offers a possibility of convivial interaction despite genuinely
different and incompatible identities and ideas people have (Amin 2002;
Sandercock 2003; Gilroy 2004: 4; Wood and Landry 2008).

The attractiveness of the agonist approach in urban multicultural setting
(Coser 1956; Karner and Parker 2011; Amin 2008, 2012a; Landau 2014;
Rishbeth and Rogaly 2018)4 lies in how it acknowledges the provisional
character of identities (Mouffe 2000). This understanding seems to fit the
trend in migration and diversity studies to de-centralise and de-stabilise the
categories of identities and to demonstrate their hybrid and fluid nature
(Bhabha 1994; Hall 1992; Kasinitz et al. 2004; Bradatan et al. 2010). At
the same time, political agonism recognises the human need for belong-
ing to a certain social group (Mouffe 2005). Accordingly, urban multicul-
tural spaces can become place for productive engagement with difference
if participants adhere to the ethics of agonistic respect and understand eth-
nic, religious or racial differences as negotiable identifications. Agonism
in urban settings can thus enable resolving tensions to produce fresh syn-
theses and thus result in conviviality (Amin 2002, 2008; Hinchliffe and
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Whatmore 2006). Such convivial condition in turn embraces conflict and
counters communitarianism which values harmony based on homogeneity
(van Leeuwen 2014).

This understanding of conviviality requires a particular kind of public
space which is imagined as free from private and economic interests (Peat-
tie 1998; Banerjee 2001) and state influence; instead, it offers the possi-
bility for people to connect to each other through multiple relationships,
to access resources and practise empathy (Boyd 2006; Nyamnjoh 2002).
Such public space is thus a location of democratic rule and enacting citi-
zenship which goes beyond claiming rights vis-à-vis the state (Robins et al.
2008; Nyamnjoh 2002). Typically, parks (Neal et al. 2015) and communal
gardens (Shepard 2009; Aptekar 2015) were investigated so far as places
in which people probe a convivial mode of togetherness. Unlike classi-
cal civil engagements, convivial civil togetherness is also concerned with
the future of humanity as the whole and thus with the condition of the
natural environment. Often such (urban) spaces become laboratories for
de-growth and green economies and sustainable living in general (Cato
2009; Milbourne 2012).

The everyday civic mode of being in the city can be understood as an
element of an emerging community beyond political authority, a bottom-
up movement that aims at a new mode of cohabitation on Earth based on
human solidarity, also across generations. This aspect is present in Lourdes
Arizpe’s proposal for conviviability—compatible living together (Arizpe
1998, 2015; Arizpe et al. 2016). Arizpe stresses the centrality of the prin-
ciple of non-exploitation and cooperation; only if this principle is realised,
humans could eliminate problems of poverty, inequality, political persecu-
tion and conflict, social exclusion and cultural repression. Arizpe’s vision
requires more than shifting power to civil society; it also necessitates that
this empowered civil society includes groups so far marginalised: minorities,
ethnic groups and women.

The recent Convivialist Manifesto (Caillé 2014) makes a similar pro-
posal, inspired by de-growth and other social movements (Adloff 2014).
It is critical of how humans subordinated planetary future to the principle
of abstract growth. ‘Our society’ is presented in the text as enslaved by eco-
nomic measures and consumption. The renewal towards conviviality is the
bottom-up task of a civil society, for the politics has proved to be incapable
of governing in a sustainable and just manner. The authors of the Man-
ifesto acknowledge the important role of organisations and groups from
civil society that so far worked for more justice, women’s and minorities’
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rights, fair trade and sharing economy. And it calls for more solidarity and
joint actions among these groups, for a quest for convivialism5 as common
guiding principle (Caillé 2014).

Now, let me give a closer look at these two proposals and how they
pursue a vision of new, convivial society which is yet restrained within an
old idea of liberal civility (Walzer 2002).

Conviviality as Collaboration

The group of Convivialists around Alain Caillé and Lourdes Arizpe both
build their proposal around the civil society. It is a liberal civil society in
which individuals collaborate across their groups. The aim of such col-
laboration is clear: more justice and more sustainability to all. Alternative
future scenarios enlisted by the Manifesto are ambitious: victory of democ-
racy, end of colonialism, parity and equality of men and women, eradication
of hunger and deprivation and autonomy of practice. While it is clear what
needs to be done, theManifesto is more concerned with how to achieve this
alternative future, and the answer that it gives is indeed truly modern: con-
vivial society can be achieved through joint effort (solidarity) and exchange
(reciprocity) based on the principle of non-exploitation and preservation
which remedy for rivalry and violence between humans.

The Manifesto understands collaboration of individuals as interest-free
(in economic terms), as taking and giving that includes natural environment
and animals. This strongly resembles Arizpe’s ideas around sustainable liv-
ing and inter-generational solidarity. Arizpe’s conviviability requires people
to re-define their attitudes towards each other as cultural others to achieve
a common goal. While Arizpe postulates that individuals change their men-
tal orientation, the Manifesto wants a throughout re-making of the very
principles of social life in the spirit of radical universal equality. But alike
Arizpe’s older proposal, it pictures an individual as naturally aspiring to have
its uniqueness recognised. It points to a tension between individual and
community if the individual’s desire for recognition is not satisfied (Caillé
2014). Prioritising individual’s rights and well-being, it seeks a mode of liv-
ing together which accommodates diversity of both individuals and groups,
as well as rivalry between individuals’ desires. Individual and society need
to be kept in equilibrium. A ‘healthy society’ depicted in the Manifesto
(ibid.: 24) should prevent violence and assure harmony and cooperation
(Honneth 1996). The model for future society adopted in the Manifesto
is to be based on care and compassion (Caillé 2014: 29). The community
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is there to serve the individual to develop potentials and capacities. The
Manifesto reflects thus the idea of a social order based on autonomy of
individuals, which results in their capability for a social contract (Gutmann
2013). The moral obligation is directed from community to the individual:
the convivial society is implicated in collaboration of social individuals.

Also, Ivan Illich’s much earlier proposal for conviviality relies on the
idea of collaborating individuals. To enable such collaboration, people need
tools that guarantee their freedom (Illich 1973). In Illich’s vision, a con-
vivial society is the one in which ordinary individuals re-gain control over
technology to foster sustainable growth and subjective well-being. Illich
argues that radical reconfigurations of institutions, in particular the edu-
cation system, are required to achieve this aim. Illich’s convivial society is
based on a social economy, on sharing, combining and developing resources
and capabilities through new forms of interaction, services and learning
methods.

Analysing the work of Illich, Reagan (1980) argued that the collabo-
ration that Illich had in mind is incompatible with the neo-liberal idea of
community of autonomous and self-responsible individuals. Instead, the
foundations of Illich’s proposal for a convivial society are to be found in
medieval social thought. The difference is how the relationship between
the individual and community is imagined in the liberal social thought
that sees the individual freedom in need of protection against the forces of
community (Reagan 1980). Illich’s imaginary of a community is instead
that of an enabling one—an individual gains personal freedom through
membership in community. Despite being largely simplistic (Black 1988;
Siedentop 2015), Reagan’s distinction between the medieval and liberal
modern thought is worth attention for it points to the central problem of
the conviviality debate: the relationship between individual and commu-
nity.

Following this trail, we can ask how the relation between individual and
community is imagined in these works that focus on fleeting encounters in
urban spaces. There is not a single possible answer: some works on con-
viviality tend to see a community as emerging when individuals choose
to collaborate for common good. These are works which focus on semi-
public spaces (Peterson 2017), for example co-housing projects (Jarvis
2017). Other works consider the messiness and contextuality of human
(and material) encounters, their forms and outcomes (Darling and Wilson
2016). Collaboration—if at all the term is used in this body of work—stands
implicitly for an effort of invisible actors who create the infrastructures of
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convivial encounters: urban planners, managers of public facilities, shop
assistants, cleaning staff taking care of parks and streets, etc. At the same
time, community—even if in itself ephemeral—is nothing pre-given, but
instead, it starts when the individuals give a start to it, by their minimal
engagement, personal commitment to respecting others and their individ-
uality and engaging for peace and sustainability.

Alternatively, collaboration stands for ‘labour’ required from all to create
a convivial situation (Lapiņa 2016). Morgan (2009) considers urban fleet-
ing encounters as collaborative activities in which all parties are involved
in forms of work. With de Certeau (1984) we could also conceptualise
such collaboration as tactics—sizing and using opportunities in encoun-
ters, manipulating them and combining elements of culture that are already
there in a new way. So is walking in the city, for example tactical: people
use shortcuts in spite of a grid of the streets. Tactics as form of everyday
resistance can extend to political collaborations of different social groups
(Elwood and Mitchell 2013; Mould 2014), sometimes spanning divisions
of ethnicity, race, sexuality and religion and giving birth to new collectives.
In this sense, their bond is utilitarian, though not necessarily intentional.
Often, though, mobilising the marginalised is restricted within the bound-
aries of an existing group, which makes them no less convivial.

Valentine and Sadgrove (2012) rightly notice that the transformative
powers of such fleeting encounters are overestimated, which results in a
romantic view of urban public spaces as enabling tolerance and cosmopoli-
tanism. Such celebratory instances of fleeting encounters tend to equalise
conviviality to lack of conflicts and tensions. These accounts seem tomistake
the mechanism of compassion with others with the scope of this compas-
sion—the definition of boundaries of the relevant ‘others’ to whom we feel
morally obliged, which is not only historically, geographically and cultur-
ally specific (Taylor 1989) but also depends on our biographical trajectory,
experiences of friendship and suffering, etc. The preoccupation of social
sciences with ethnic, racial and religious strangers obscures these aspects of
human encounters (Valentine and Sadgrove 2012).

Conviviality Among Social Individuals

Research dedicated to the contact hypothesis proves that encounters are
transformative only under certain conditions (Zhou et al. 2018). Thus, we
should consider a social meaning of encounters which enable people to
feel as a member of a group (Barth 1969) and develop an identity of ‘self’



28 M. NOWICKA

which is a social being. Convivial gatherings with friends, eating, drinking,
dancing or listening to music reassure our belonging to a particular social
group; us sitting on a bench in a park, or strolling along the streets, listen-
ing to music, talking with friends—just doing as others do—reassures our
identity as sociable selves. There are many ways of performing belonging
to a group of peers, for example through similar dressing or consump-
tion (Hernando 2017). A weekly ritual of wearing a fan club’s scarf and
having a beer while watching a football game is one possible form of perfor-
mance which gives the pleasure of community (Giulianotti 2005). These
are the moments when difference does not produce exclusion, and we can
be indeed ‘indifferent to difference’. Such moments produce pride, joy
and emotional connectivity with temporarily equal strangers (Simmel and
Hughes 1949). Hernando (2017) argues that such (symbolic) associations
with (unfamiliar) peers substitute relational identity which we marginalised
and denied in the course of modernisation. Relational identity relies on the
sense of personhood that cannot be imagined outside of relational bonds.
Yet instead of imagining the self as non-existent outside of community,
an individuated modern person perceives herself or himself as existing in
the world. This implies that there is the world, and the others, outside of
the ‘self’ to which the ‘self’ can have a relationship. Thus, an individuated
modern person assigns a great meaning to relationships for they assure her
or him of not being alone (Taylor 1995).

Conviviality literature so far focuses almost exclusively relationships
between the autonomous and unfamiliar selves. It considers how they are
capable of liberating themselves of ties of kin and ethnic group, religious
community or racial collective identity and reach beyond them to others
in proximity (Wessendorf 2014; Wise and Velayutham 2014) and in dis-
tance, being solidary (Gilroy 2004: 90), as though this would be a universal
and desired competence. Thereby, this research pushes the participants to
reflect upon the nature and reason for their bonds with others and how the
encounters with others impact their subjectivity. Werbner (2002) is criti-
cal of how, under the postcolonial condition, subjects are compelled to be
aware and be concerned about their interdependence and entanglement
with significant (cultural) others (see also Du Bois 1903).

The scholarly emphasis on relationships focuses commonalities, it is what
makes us work and belong together rather than what separates us, and this
implies some sort of non-hierarchical togetherness and sense of equality.
But we need to ask: ‘equal in what?’ (Kelly 2010). In Western modern
contexts, the declared and experienced equality is a carefully constructed



2 FANTASY OF CONVIVIALITY: BANALITIES OF MULTICULTURAL … 29

myth, not only in relations with peers, but in intimate relationships as
well (Knudson-Martin and Mahoney 2009). As many people continue
to embody traditional gender, ethnic and religious identities, struggles
for equality take place mostly in discursive field and are limited to the
questions of recognition of difference; they are unsuccessful as long as
reason and individuality are considered the only paths to empowerment
(Hernando 2017). Thus, those in favour of equality are still capable of
sustaining unequal relationships (Hernando 2017).

The supposed division between private and public domains facilitates
the fantasy of equality. The dichotomy between private and public has
been a main concern of feminist scholarship since more than five decades
now (Pateman 1983; Siltanen and Stanworth 1984), but it continues to
shape politics, the everyday practices and scholarly debates equally (Arm-
strong and Squires 2002; Woodward 2015). The conviviality literature is
no exception in this respect: it prioritises researching relationships in the
public sphere and between strangers, leaving the intimate and kin relation-
ships untouched. This interest corresponds to the devaluation of domestic-
ity and home as irrelevant to politics and social life. Conviviality in private
seems given, while in public it needs to be achieved. It has to do with
visibility and invisibility of inequality and power and current emphasis on
visibility and audibility of ethnic and racial otherness. Exemplarily, migrant
women engaged in domestic work continue to be exploited around the
globe (Triandafyllidou 2013). While ‘conviviality’ and ‘migrant domestic
workers’ can be found in one book (Liu-Farrer and Yeoh 2018), these terms
cannot be found in one chapter. It seems that global cities inspire convivi-
ality, domestic sphere invites conflict. Both are forms of ‘contact zones’
between family members and familiar strangers, but they enjoy different
kind of scholarly attention.

This tendency goes hand in hand with denying the role of affective
and emotional bonds (Hernando 2017). Even if some works trace signs
of affectivity and emotions in public spaces, they relate affectivity (fear,
hate) rather to distance from others than to bonding with others (Geor-
giou 2017) or as a quality of spaces rather than people (Anderson 2009).
But ‘affects’ remain largely unspecific in alliances between strangers as in
Amin’s accounts of urban life (Amin 2012b). Despite that the problem of
neglecting affects and emotions is not specific to conviviality literature (for
the overview of critique of this tendency in human geography, see [Nayak
2017]), the notion of conviviality sadly does not in fact make any difference
to the way social relations are narrated.
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Further, conviviality appears as a new label for fleeting encounters in
public spaces, as a potential for meaningful and transformative social rela-
tionships. Without doubt, these encounters are important for sociality. Yet
we ought not to forget that face-to-face interactions, even those most fleet-
ing, are conducted according to conventions, and they are functional. They
are personalised—in the sense that they appear to be like between friends—
but they serve impersonal functions, such as maintaining of community
(Wrightson 2013).

What We Cannot See and How Could We Be
Otherwise

Through the heuristic of (modern Western) social imaginary, the debate
on conviviality appears largely as reflecting classical interest and concerns
of modernity, including the concern with global environment risks (Beck
2006, 2007, 2012). It does not surprise that the interest in conviviality
intensified now. The accelerated climate change and persistence of violent
conflicts around the globe which cause more refugees arriving at the shore
of Western countries give a sense of an approaching catastrophe and impo-
tence of an individual vis-à-vis this challenge (Hernando 2017). Similarly,
the peak of the post-industrial era and the acceleration of globalisation
produced two earlier convivial turns, with key works of Illich (1973) and
Arizpe (1998). Conviviality appears thus again in ‘time that needs direc-
tion’ (American Humanist Association 1973).

Focusing the everyday social interactions, the current debate favours
urban public and semi-public spaces. It is interested in how people recon-
cile equality and diversity and establish a friendly environment while assur-
ing the recognition of uniqueness of individuals. A consensual sociality is
here contrasted to the oppressive system of racial and gender inequality
which operates on the basis of unchosen designations. The debate which
operates with the modern liberal civil society framework produces evidence
on conviviality as courtesy and as civility.

If the debate would restrain itself to describing people, places or situa-
tions as convivial, we could or indeed should be critical of how such exercise
might be dull and unproductive. Instead, the notion of conviviality increas-
ingly aspires to be an analytical tool, a new lens to study the social and a
new mode of explanation. I think it cannot fulfil this aspiration as long as
it is not explicit about its own underpinnings and thus its own contextu-
ality. Without it, conviviality might be just another (temporary) label for
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situations which have been common anywhere and everywhere. Instead of
being productive in understanding such contexts, it might rather repro-
duce a Western modern model of masculine sociality. By idealising equality
and recognition of individual differences, it might obscure injustice and
inequality. By idealising the bridging of ethnic difference, it might silent
out the emotional bonds which happen within and beyond the kind and
which are the very tissue of sociality. By focusing on multicultural urban
settings, it might miss to understand sociality beyond intercultural relations
and reproduce the difference it wants to tackle. By focusing on courtesy,
such conviviality may neglect emotional distance in daily encounters. By
stressing civil society, it might obscure the workings of the state as a moral
instance which produces selves as belonging to fixed categories. By under-
standing individuals as ‘free choosers’ obliged to reciprocity, it is in danger
of ignoring the deeper sense of interdependence. By focusing on voluntary
encounters, it might reproduce the dichotomy of kin and friendship.

These are multiple dangers to conviviality which the debate should take
seriously if conviviality is not to share the fate of cosmopolitanism as a
‘blown up notion’ (Braidotti 2013). What is indeed needed is a dose of
‘epistemic disobedience’ (Mignolo 2009). The start for it is, as mentioned
above, the transparency about the own roots of the interests driving the
conviviality debate. The works of Taylor (2004) orHernando (2017) could
be useful, though there are multiple ways to achieving the same aim. We
might not be able to fully reject the social imaginary we are part of, but we
can at least assure we are aware of some of the fantasies it includes.Wemight
then try to ‘be otherwise’.6 For me, it means to ask an alternative question
as soon as one question is asked. It means destabilising the perspective
already taken. Exemplarily, if conviviality focuses civil society, then why
not bringing the state into the debate? In many ways, civil society is not
external to state power (Corrigan 1981; Walzer 2002). Ignoring the state,
we don’t see how it produces certain kinds of social identities (foreigner or
national, young or old aged, able or disabled, male or female, adult or child,
kin or unrelated). Following this trail, we may think of conviviality through
the lens of moral regulation and thus address how things which now appear
to us as inevitable and natural have become such (Dean 1994; Ruonavaara
1997). But moral regulations are imposed by actors other than the state
as well, and so we might ask, for example, how social science makes us
see intercultural contact and competence to converse in foreign languages
(more or less fluently) more central to sociality than public expression of
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emotions. To be effective, conviviality needs thus to engage with a sense
of the contingency of what appears inevitable.

Second, the debate should look closer at why convivial situations are so
precious to us (as ordinary people and as scholars). Probably, we all value
suchmoments for they enable identity to be derived directly from the action
being shared. Possibly, many contemporary situations are alike litanies or
alternate chanting experiences earlier or in other societies (Taylor 1995).
To address this aspect would probably bring us to focusing less on epis-
temological aspects (describing what people think about themselves and
the world around) but more on the phenomenology of being the world.
In turn, we would not come around putting emotions and affects in the
centre of our scholarly interest. So far, the study of non-Western mod-
ern societies provide examples of how collective life is inseparable from
all forms of intimate relations and affectivity (Overing and Passes 2000;
Whittle 2005; Harris, O. J. T. 2011). These works remind us of an alter-
native to the take on conviviality which considers social relations separately
in public and private domain, or these works which imagine humans and
their environment as divided (Given 2018).

Third, if conviviality dares to revise the fantasy of equality, it might be
able to embrace inequalities and think of an order which is less exclusive
and less oppressive than the one we experience now. The studies in egalitar-
ian societies in Amazonia, for example, could be an incentive to formulate
how to achieve complementarity beyond hierarchical relations and value
others for what they do and not who they are. Here, interdependence
and other-dependence might appear a false dichotomy. Conviviality might
help to transform the value of interdependence towards interrelatedness
which is beyond the choice of individuals (Boisvert 2010). Such ‘convivi-
alist epistemology’ based on the irreducible sense of with-ness of existence
(Boisvert 2010) would be an alternative to a modern relational view on
human-human and human-nature encounters.

Finally, being otherwise, conviviality would also need to abandon its
utilitarian approach which relies on the sense of human capacity for achiev-
ing change. Moreover, it would require to re-define the value of change
or even to draw satisfaction from lack of change. For as long as the con-
viviality debate has certain ends in view—for example security as mutual
benefit of collaboration of individuals or reduction of violence in result of
daily encounters across ethnic difference—it resembles communitarianism
and misses a significant contribution to re-thinking the social.
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Notes
1. These are past and present-day hunter-gatherer societies which have no chief

or specialists of any kind; they rely on oral communication and personal rela-
tionships to transmit knowledge and have not developed formal logic or the
abstract classifications (Hernando 2017; Fried 1976; Flanagan 1989; Ong
2012).

2. Descola (2013) describes this system of knowledge as ‘naturalism’ and points
to alternative systems which could co-exist with it.

3. In this point,Hernando disagrees with Taylor who considers individualism as a
modern phenomenon at expense of community (Taylor 2004); forHernando,
individuality happens at expense of gender equality, not community.

4. Thereby, agonist approaches are also present in urban design and urban plan-
ning in works that do not link to the conviviality debate (Munthe-Kaas 2015).
Some of these works refer to agonism after Laclau instead of Mouffe.

5. The term ‘convivialism’ is used by Raymond Boisvert (2010) and the authors
of theManifesto (2014); recently, it gains popularity in context Internet blogs
on green living and de-growth initiatives, in particular in France andGermany.

6. I borrow this expression fromDavid Francis, see http://www.carmah.berlin/
reflections/auto-draft-12/, accessed on 8 July 2018.
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