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Intimacy is tightly bound up with notions of privacy, sexuality, proximity and
secrecy, and with dynamics of sensual and affective attachments and forms of desire.
It is therefore integral to the formation of human selves and subjectivities, as well as
communities, publics, collectives and socialities. The articles in this Special Section all
offer an anthropological inquiry into intimacy, seeking a conceptual formulation that
might capture its actual operations, the ways intimacy is done in talk and action. They
thus contribute ethnographically to ongoing anthropological debates about intimacy, and
explore how multiple domains and forms of intimacies are defined, shaped, constructed
and transformed across different social worlds.
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Intimacy is a difficult but enthralling object of enquiry, located somewhere in what
it is to be human in relation to both human and non-human subjects, and to ideas of
the social, of time and of space. Everything anthropology studies, in that sense, could
be related to intimacy. Intimacy has multiple elements to its formation, distribution
and organization, which make its meaning ambiguous. As Henrietta Moore (2014)
has rightly asked: ‘If intimacy is the answer, then what is the question?’ Moore has
suggested a careful approach to the notion since, due to its awkward relationship with
language, its apparently secretive nature and proximity to our sense of self, ‘intimacy’
easily creates a near-aphasic, polysemic confusion. The careful approach required is
one, we argue, that involves an ethnographically grounded formulation.
In this themed Special Section, we offer an anthropological inquiry into intimacy,
and seek a conceptual formulation that captures its operations: how it creates boundaries
as well as flows and transitions between bodies, selves and groups. Intimacy forges
distances and proximities as well as bonds and attachments, and creates new meanings
(Stoler 2008). This analytical potential inspires as much as guides us in our endeavour to
conceptualize intimacy beyond the limits of sexuality. Dominant in certain sociological
approaches to intimacy, the sexual realm has become the primary definitive dimension
of ‘the intimate’ (D’emilio and Freedman 1988; Giddens 1992; Weeks 1998; Gross and
Simmons 2002; Attwood 2006). It is possible to argue that the fascination and thus
preoccupation with sexual intimacy is partly related to the tendency to perceive it as ‘a
premier site of detraditionalization in the late modern era’ (Gross 2005).
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This approach to the intimate has contributed to the everyday makings of normalcies
through the regulation of sex, with an intimate act often described as an affectionate
act taking place between couples: kissing, caressing, holding hands, intercourse and so
forth. A preoccupation with sexuality, coupling and relationships in studies focusing
on intimacy risks limiting our horizons concerning the very nature of the intimate
and the way it operates in everyday life at moments when we make sense of emotions
such as affection and/or violence. This preoccupation then works against a critical,
non-Eurocentric recalibration of the term, as revealed by critical engagements with the
previous sociological work cited (Jamieson 1999; Roseneil and Budgeon 2004).
One anthropological approach to an expansion of the scope of intimacy as an
analytical category owes its vigour to studies of sexuality and the state together (Cooper
1995; Kim et al. 2005; Sharma 2006; Brownell and Besnier 2013), as well as to studies
of sexuality and nation (Boellstorff 2004), and a stream of literature that problematizes
how regulations on marriage and family both reinforce normalcies and suggest new
ones (Mody 2008). Works by Ann Laura Stoler (2002), Lauren Berlant (1997) and
Elizabeth Povinelli (2002, 2006) have given extensive consideration to the ways in which
states have politicized intimate matters – conjugality, family, domesticity, sexuality –
in colonial, postcolonial and neoliberal times. Through their policies and regulations,
states are heavily invested in drawing moral and sexual boundaries in individual
and social lives. Berlant (1997), for example, shows us how the definition of a ‘good’
republican citizen in the U.S. context relies on people’s investment of their energies in
work and family making and their avoidance of broader social and economic problems.
A dedication to protecting their ordinary lives becomes the condition of inhabiting a
secure space as citizens.
Povinelli (2002), on the other hand, draws on the Aboriginal people’s land-claim
documents in Australia to examine how the ‘modern’ definition of intimacy forecloses
the recognition and legitimacy of certain subjectivities and intimacies that shape these
people’s investments in their identities. In a later work, she explores the governance of
intimacy at the intersection of neoliberal agendas and multicultural discourses across
settler colonies (Australia, the United States, Canada) along with the indigenous worlds
and their local notions of corporeality, proximity, affect, place, context and spirituality;
she emphasizes ‘the uneven distribution of the flesh – the creation of life-worlds,
death-worlds, and rotting worlds’, to describe love, intimacy and sexuality as matters of
‘geography, history, culpability, and obligation; the extraction of wealth and distribution
of life and death; hope and despair; and the seemingly self-evident fact and value of
freedom’ (Povinelli 2006: 8, 10). This framework is useful for understanding the work
of state power in recognizing or disapproving particular intimacies at the intersection
of neoliberal agendas and multicultural discourses.
The entangled relationship of intimacy and nation-state shows itself also in discourses
and practices of national inclusion and identification. This identification may rely on a
shared knowledge of, and affective attachments to, certain cultural stereotypes that are
often considered a ‘source of external embarrassment’ because the official representation
and reification of these stereotypes usually diverge from their everyday perception and
presentation (Herzfeld 2005). However, this discrepancy is constitutive of what Michael
Herzfeld conceptualizes as a ‘cultural intimacy’ (ibid) established among the insiders of
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a national culture, who commonly share these unofficial perspectives which are closed
to outsiders. In his article in the Special Section that follows here, Jeremy Walton works
with this concept of ‘cultural intimacy’ to discuss the recent Croatian and Turkish state
projects of inter-religious tolerance. A shared war victimhood between Catholic Croats
and Muslim Bosnians and a primordial siblinghood between Sunni and Alevi Muslims
build the ground for the public perception of religious difference in these contexts.
However, by blending the notion of cultural intimacy with spatial intimacy, Walton
shows how such public staging actually conceals the politics of religious differences.
Building on such discussions, it is possible to question the tendency to equate
sexuality and intimacy and to suggest that this immediate connection is very much
bound up with modernity (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988; Lane 1999), with issues
related to settler colonialism, nation-state formation and neoliberalism (Povinelli 2006;
Stoler 2008; Lowe 2015).
In fact, any form and instance of relatedness can be interpreted as intimate in its
capacity to shape people’s senses of selves, their feelings, their attachments and their
identifications. In her formulation of the concept, Ara Wilson suggests that ‘the concept
of intimacy captures deeply felt orientations and entrenched practices that make up
what people consider to be their “personal” and “private” lives and their interior selves,
and includes positively valued feelings like affection but also problematic feelings like
fear and disgust’ (Wilson 2012: 32). Following this view, it seems that a very great
deal of our lives could ultimately turn out to be about intimacy. Even if it may seem
the opposite, it is this very aspect that can function as the strength of intimacy as an
interesting analytical rubric.
The ‘depth’ of intimacy is related to its connection to our very sense of selves.
Christopher Lane points out that strong psychoanalytic models can incorporate social
factors that reveal the makings of intimacy (Lane 1999). Indeed, as Mendelsohn (1982)
famously points out, intimacy is both an intra-psychic as well as an interpersonal
process. It is about how we make sense of our selves and connect with the outside world,
with others; as Mendelsohn says, ‘One must first be intimate with oneself before one
can be intimate with others’ (ibid.: 39). This is why the terminology used for intimacy
in different contexts reveals the operations of subjectivity and intersubjectivity. In the
articles that follow, this intersectionality between the self and others reveals itself in
Walton’s formulation of primordial kinship and Sehlikoglu’s analysis of the culture of
mahremiyet. Focusing on similar geographies, these contributors engage with the ways
in which people make sense of the intimate by using terms and concepts derived from
kinship and/or marriage as a form of public recalibration of intimacy. Moreover, in
Sehlikoglu’s account, when the culture of mahremiyet presents itself in the form of
a creationist normativity (fıtrat), it connects the perception of the gendered self to
a larger cosmology, as a way of confirming those norms and positioning the self in
relation to them.
If intimacy is about connections and boundaries as well as secrecy and privacy,
then at a time when the nature of connections is changing, how does what we refer to
as ‘globalization’ trigger tensions and anxieties related to borders (Appadurai 1997) and
thus complicate ideas concerning the intimacy of couples, families and state? Maïté
Maskens’ contribution tackles this question through an investigation of the intimate
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border policies and practices of the Belgian state, and explores how state actors in
civil registry offices distinguish true from fake marriages in immigration applications.
The evaluation of bi-national marriages (marriages of people from two different
nationalities) by public authorities becomes an institutionally intimate domain in which
the state draws boundaries between good and bad, between modern and traditional
and between acceptable and unacceptable forms of shared intimacy. Thus, Maskens
argues, national territorial borders are reaffirmed as also boundaries of the moral and
the intimate.
In a similar vein, Moore (2011, 2014) draws our attention to new intimacies
that are calibrated through new connections enabled by what is often referred to as
‘globalization’. Indeed, intimacy can work as a powerful analytical concept to understand
economic and global relations. With the intensification of mobility and exchange and
the constantly increasing role of technology in our everyday lives, transnational forms
of intimacy have become ever more possible and prominent in social and economic
environments of domesticity, sexuality and care – and a vast amount of anthropological
research shows that these transnational intimacies are highly shaped by and embedded
in specific social relations of inequality, based on perceived gender, ethnic, racial,
national and class differences (see Brennan 2001; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2004;
Parrenas 2005; Wilson 2012). Valerio Simoni’s work in this issue contributes to these
discussions by focusing on intimate relationships between Cubans and tourists, and
among Cuban migrants in Barcelona (Spain), examining how his informants define and
use ideal types of ‘true’ and ‘fake’ intimacies to appraise their relations of love, kinship
and friendship. Simoni’s piece is crucial to further comprehend the role of historical
and transnational factors in forming and shaping categorizations of belonging and
exclusion, normalcy and exception, and morality and immorality in everyday intimate
interactions.
Another interesting aspect of intimacy that emerges in three of the pieces here
(Maskens, Simoni, Shapiro) is that of intimacy as pretension and performance.
How might one provide evidence of intimacy, especially when it is one of the least
describable experiences in human life? The most intimate moment is the most difficult
to describe, one that poets dwell on and novelists are haunted by – and which seems to
enchant ethnographers too. Yet it is also something one may question within the lived
experienced itself: ‘Is s/he genuine? Or is s/he faking it?’ The expression of intimacy
is guided by cultural codes, what ought to be hidden and what ought to be revealed,
how intimacy should be performed or expressed. What kinds of discrepancies,
vulnerabilities and even ferocities are created, then, when the sincerity of intimacy is
questioned by third parties, state officers and others?
Finally, applying a reflexive imperative, we should perhaps add a few words on the
intimate nature of fieldwork. The elements and dynamics of intimacy that we have
already mentioned are constitutive not only of the texture of our informants’ everyday
lives but also – of course, inescapably – of the relationship between the ethnographer
and the field. The anthropological tradition of participant observation, undertaken
in order to gain an intimate knowledge, demands the gradual formation of close
connections, bonds and exchanges of various kinds. As ethnographers go deeper into
the everyday life of their informants, they move along a variety of domains of intimacy
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that construct the very logic of in-depth fieldwork. This ‘deep’ knowledge of the field
is also a realm of the intimate. Permission to enter, or gaining access to, the necessary
domains of intimacy also has also a transformative power, defining and redefining the
role and meaning of the ethnographer in her/his informants’ lives and, more broadly,
that of the community studied.
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