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Philosophers cast conceptual nets in order to facilitate understanding 
of the human experience

Park East and Bosniak Mahala (1)

Philosophers cast conceptual nets in
order to facilitate understanding of
the human experience. In tossing

his net, the Cambridge philosopher
Raymond Geuss wrote that in a very
broad sense, politics •means simply any
human activity of structuring or directing
or coordinating the actions of a group.Ž
It is a way of •considering the human
world,Ž a world that is potentially within
our grasp to do something about.  
As a fellow philosopher, I too have
stretched conceptual frameworks to
understand and interpret the world.
Being broadly political, however, I also
have a Marxian predilection to •doingŽ
things, to changing the world, rather
than only interpreting it. So I piece
together ideas in ways that allow them
to be transformative in peoples• lives
even in the remotest of ways.  
These peoples are not just in my •back-
yard.Ž They are scattered around the
world. Due to recent changes in my
neighborhood, I have returned to some
old ideas in order to re-understand the
place in which I live and, more impor-
tantly, a place that I have visited. What
emerges here is a new appreciation of
neighborhoods and those peoples who
intersect in or bump up against neigh-
borhoods„residents and non-residents
alike. As Geuss would have it, I am inter-
ested in •the politics of neighborhoods,Ž
tinkering with cityscapes to direct the
actions of groups in multiple ways.   

Omaha, Mitrovica, and
Neighborhoods  

My current home is Omaha, Nebraska,
but I have a fondness of the Balkans,
including Mitrovica, Kosovo. This fond-
ness dates back almost two decades.
What interests me about these two
cities, however, is not so much my famil-
iarity with them as it is their neighbor-
hoods, and in particular, two neighbor-
hoods and their immediate surround-
ings„Park East in Omaha and Bosniak
Mahala in North Mitrovica.  
Neighborhoods naturally vary in size,
number of residents, ethnic/racial
makeup, and boundary type. Some
neighborhoods could even be called
enclaves, with discernable boundaries
and made up of populations distinct
from those surrounding it. Park East is
larger in both area and population,
and is ethnically/racially more diverse
than Bosniak Mahala, but its borders are
those of an enclave similar to its Kosovar
counterpart.   

On the face of it, neighborhood
enclaves seem innocuous, simply being
parts of a larger whole. But this view over-
looks the dynamism and the influence
that such enclaves can have on not only
the city itself, but also on the country as
a whole. Neighborhood enclaves can
be targets for urban renewal, often pit-
ting city authorities and developers
against residents of the neighborhood.
They are places where residents and
non-residents collide, for better or worse,
in something comparable to class war-
fare. Neighborhood enclaves can also
be places of contention that have more
to do with long standing ethnic antago-
nisms than class fissures. When there are
many of these enclaves (regardless of
their size„neighborhood, municipality,
or larger), separating dominant and
minority groups from one another, the
plural monoethnic society becomes a
reality, a society in which there is little
integration and interaction between eth-
nic peoples.  
This brings us back to Geuss and the
ever-present politics of neighborhoods.
On the one hand, the politics of neigh-
borhoods like Park East includes the
process of gentrification, which involves
both economic development and the
displacement of people. It is primarily
about the penetration of capital into an

area so that even more capital can be
created for a select few, rather than
about the well-being of the original res-
idents. It disrupts the status quo. On the
other hand, the politics of neighbor-
hoods like Bosniak Mahala includes the
process of •communification,Ž which
involves obstructing one ethnic Other
from entering the neighborhood of
another. It struggles to maintain the sta-
tus quo. Can these processes be
reversed?            

Four Main Thoroughfares

My neighborhood, called Park East, is
small and largely inhabited by those on
the lower half of the socio-economic
scale. There is poverty and homeless-
ness, as well as robbery and murder. 
It is bounded and intersected by four
main east-west arterial thoroughfares. The
word •thoroughfare• is an apt word
because most of those who use these
fours streets are going elsewhere.  Many
of the cars that travel around or through
Park East travel rapidly, steered by drivers
who have no intention of venturing down
any of the neighborhood•s side streets. 
But who could blame them? My neigh-
borhood is peppered with houses in var-
ious states of disrepair, abandoned lots
cluttered with an old couch or worn out
tires, gang graffiti, and an occasional
person living in a makeshift tent on a
sidewalk or in an alley. These objects
are evocative for many non-residents,
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