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Introduction

Neighbours Around the World:  
Introducing the People Next Door
Lynda Cheshire

A Portrait of Neighbourly Life
The Second Commandment of the Bible entreats us to ‘love thy neighbour as 
thyself ’. For Zygmund Bauman (2013, p. 77), this seems rather ludicrous:

Why should I do it? What good will it do me to feel the absurdity 
of the demand to love one’s neighbour – any neighbour, for the 
sole reason of being a neighbour?

Bauman’s questions are pertinent ones that guide the rationale of  this edited 
collection. Who is this person whom we refer to as a neighbour and what is it 
about a neighbour that requires us to feel affection towards that person, regard-
less of  their personal qualities or feelings towards us? Even for those whose 
lives are not governed by the precepts of  the Bible (particularly in these con-
temporary times), the concept of  the ‘good neighbour’ continues to loom large 
in public debates and popular culture. One of  the longest-running Australian 
soap operas reminds viewers on a nightly basis that ‘neighbours should be there 
for one another’ (Hatch & Trent, 1984). In local government authorities around 
the United Kingdom, Good Neighbour Charters outline the importance of 
being a good neighbour and set behavioural standards to which neighbours 
should abide if  they are to maintain harmonious relations. And around the 
world, over 46 countries (predominantly in Europe but also in Latin Amer-
ica, Africa and Asia) have signed up to Neighbours’ Day on the last Friday in 
May each year to strengthen the social bonds between neighbours within local 
communities.

Yet neighbours can be equally regarded as a source of nuisance and con-
flict. While fictional dramas advise us that ‘everybody needs good neighbours’  
(Hatch & Trent, 1984), reality television shows such as Neighbours From Hell 
provide extreme reminders that good neighbours are simply a matter of luck. 
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2     Lynda Cheshire

In just the same way that we cannot choose our families, we cannot choose our 
neighbours, except, of course, in the most limited of scenarios. The likely mis-
fortune of encountering neighbours from hell has stimulated a series of online 
support groups around the world that provide sympathy and advice to those who 
suffer the effects of a noisy, nosy, inconsiderate or aggressive neighbour. Simi-
larly, local councils, the police, community legal centres, the courts and dispute 
resolution agencies provide guidance on how to manage low-level neighbour dis-
putes over fences and trees in an attempt to prevent them from escalating into 
open conflict and residential misery.

And yet we are repeatedly told that, in advanced Western late modern societies 
at least, neighbours are becoming far less relevant in our lives than they once were. 
We know fewer neighbours and know far less about them than we once did; we are 
less inclined to speak with them or socialise with them as we once were; and we 
are less reliant upon them for social support now that our lives are more affluent, 
mobile and privatised (Cockayne, 2012; Putnam, 2000). Instead, it seems that we 
like our privacy and we prefer to keep neighbours at a social and physical distance: 
on the doorstep or over the fence, even if  this causes us to collectively lament that 
neighbours have now become strangers to us and that vulnerable groups such as 
the elderly are at greater risk when neighbours no longer look out for each other. 
Yet all is not lost. The good neighbour continues to lie latent in most of us – there 
when needed, in small or large emergencies, regardless of whether that emergency 
is a lost cat (Laurier, Whyte, & Buckner, 2002), a need to borrow tools (Cockayne, 
2012) or an encroaching natural disaster (Cheshire, 2015).

Or a global pandemic. As we all began to draft this book, the world had 
retreated into home-bound isolation. Under COVID-19 restrictions, households 
were required to stay home, or close to home; vulnerable groups remained in self-
imposed quarantine, sometimes for months on end; the task of meeting essential 
needs such as groceries, medication or childcare became more challenging; and 
our usual, extra-local sources of day-to-day social connections were cut off. While 
we sought to maintain those connections in online spaces, something emerged 
at the local level that was ostensibly new; something positive and promising that 
could help sustain us socially and materially through the long days of isolation.

From China to France, the United Kingdom, Italy, the United States and 
Australia, this new phenomenon was the mobilisation of neighbours reaching 
out to support and help one another in ways not previously experienced. In our 
own various states of home-bound isolation, and heavily reliant upon our screens 
for news of the outside world, we watched videos of residents in Rome being 
entertained by a serenading neighbour from his balcony (Horowitz, 2020) and 
we witnessed nightly cheers of support being shouted out to neighbours across 
apartment blocks in Wuhan, China (‘Coronavirus: Tales of solidarity’, 2020). 
For those who could venture out of their homes, if  only for an hour, the place-
ment of teddy bears in neighbours’ windows in Oakland, California, turned a 
walk around the block into a bear hunt to help combat boredom among children 
(Harrington, 2020). And, in Australia, residents of Queensland recounted how 
COVID-19 had sparked their first real conversation with neighbours after years 
of living next door (Hartley, 2020).
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At the same time, residents in the United Kingdom were urged to ‘please be a 
good neighbour’ (East Suffolk Council, 2020), recognising that the increased time 
spent at home would likely trigger neighbour tensions around issues such as noise. 
Meanwhile, police and councils in Australia and the United Kingdom reported an 
increase in the volume of calls to service hotlines made by vigilante neighbours 
reporting others for suspected breaches of social distancing restrictions (Bland, 
2020; Cowie, 2020). While some viewed this third-party policing function as a 
form of responsible civic action to keep people safe, others – including those who, 
in colloquial terms, were ‘dobbed in’ by said neighbours – felt that it generated 
unnecessary suspicion and mistrust at a time when local social relations were so 
vitally important. In the United Kingdom, the debate circulated around the halls 
of British Parliament, with the Police Minister and Home Secretary encouraging 
Britons to report their neighbours for not complying with COVID-19 restrictions 
and the Prime Minister attempting to discourage what he saw as ‘sneak culture’ 
(Morrison, 2020).

This Introduction points to a range of contradictory experiences, narratives 
and social expectations around the people we call neighbours. Neighbours are 
people who enrich our lives when we know and like them (even if  we cannot love 
them), but it is a social fact that we know them and need them less than we used 
to, and that we cannot guarantee they will be especially likeable or, indeed, care to 
like us. Yet, regardless of whether we know or like our neighbours, they are a per-
sistent feature of our lives. They are a source of nightly entertainment in fictional 
and non-fictional forms as we settle down in front of the television. We continue 
to write about them, complain about them, celebrate them and talk about them. 
Their homes, and ours, emit the sights, sounds and smells of private domestic 
lives, sometimes causing offence and complaint (Stokoe, 2006). We seem willing 
to help them in times of crisis, even if  we do not know them. And there seems to 
be a growing set of formalised codes and rules about how we should behave as 
neighbours if  we are to maintain good relationships with each other.

For international readers, this portrait of neighbourly life – the searching 
for lost cats, the preservation of privacy, the over the fence conversations and 
the disputes over the nuisance of overhanging trees – might feel exclusionary in 
its implicitly Western orientation. Even those more familiar with these images, 
and the European, North American and Australian/New Zealand contexts from 
where they derive, might argue that they are also distinctly middle class in origin 
and say little about the role of neighbours for social groups whose lives are not 
characterised by mobility and affluence. This would be accurate. For all the talk 
about neighbours in the scholarly, fictional and popular press, there is remarkable 
consistency in the way neighbours are conceived in affluent Western terms that 
fails to capture the diversity of experiences, relations, expectations and interac-
tions that people from other parts of the world have with their neighbours.

Our intent in this book is to change this popular imaginary and address this 
scholarly blind spot. Going back to the opening question of this Introduction 
we ask: who are these people whom we call neighbours in diverse places around 
the world? What is the cultural value of the neighbour in different social, politi-
cal, cultural and urban contexts and how does its cultural value manifest in the 
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kinds of social norms and expectations that we attach to neighbours as a social 
category? Can we identify any commonalities in the way we conceive and relate 
to neighbours around the world, regardless of whether they are neighbours in 
a multicultural neighbourhood in London, a high-density public housing estate 
in Singapore, or a new residential district on the rapidly urbanising outskirts of 
Moscow? And what remains of our conceptual and empirical understanding of 
the neighbour when we step beyond our Western, middle-class paradigm and 
explore neighbours in greater social and spatial diversity?

Together, the authors in this edited collection set out to answer these questions 
through a series of case study analyses into neighbours around the world. Our 
answers are partial in that we are unable to look at every type of neighbourhood 
in every country. Inevitably, readers will see immediate and obvious omissions 
that cannot be rectified in a single book; most significantly in regions of Latin 
America, Africa and South Asia. But if  our aim is to identify areas of synergy 
as well as diversity, we need to start in spaces where we know neighbours exist in 
abundance, and where researchers have already traced the dynamic social struc-
tural conditions of our lives that influence how we live and relate to neighbours. 
For this reason, we necessarily limit our analyses to urban rather than rural con-
texts. As consummate sites of social change and residential density, urban areas 
provide better insight than any other into the ways that our lives are changing and 
the degree to which these changes might be reflected in shifting perceptions of, 
and relationships with, the people next door.

The remainder of this Introduction establishes the necessary conceptual 
groundwork for the chapters that follow. Drawing on historical and contempo-
rary sources, it traces the way neighbours have been conceptualised over time and 
the broad socio-structural transformations that are thought to have reshaped the 
way we conceive and relate to them. Somewhat inevitably, this overview replicates 
the conventional Western paradigm that we have already critiqued for its narrow 
and exclusionary social imaginary. Partly, this is simply indicative of the work 
that is out there. Beyond the research presented by the authors of this book, a 
multiplicity of perspectives on neighbours is difficult to find, often because of the 
hegemonic position of Western thought in mainstream social science (Connell, 
2007), but also because, quite possibly, neighbours hold little social value in other 
parts of the world and thus little interest for social science research. In South 
Asia, for example, where relations between kin are paramount, neighbours have 
traditionally been a social category of little cultural value (Snell-Rood, 2015). 
But our conventional beginnings have also been a deliberate strategy for this col-
lection so that we can critique, dismantle and reconstruct a new set of ideas and 
understandings about neighbours from around the world based on the insights 
derived from the contributing chapters.

Introducing Neighbours: The People Next Door
The answer to our question – who or what is a neighbour? – is strangely unre-
markable, although this only adds to the enigma of neighbours as an object of 
study. According to Philip Abrams, ‘… [n]eighbours are quite simply people who 
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live near one another’ (Bulmer, 1986, p. 18). They are the people who live down 
the street, across the road, along the hallway or over the fence. What characterises 
our relationships with neighbours and the ways we interact with them begins with 
little more than the proximity of our dwellings, the sharing of physical spaces 
or boundaries such as walls and fences, and the familiarity that builds over time 
through the daily observance of other people’s lives playing out in homes and 
spaces within sight and sound of our own. But this is only the start of our analy-
sis, for out of this residential nearness evolves a whole series of norms and expec-
tations around the role of neighbours, the ways we interact with them and the 
kinds of relationships that we might establish with them. What these norms are, 
how they change over time and vary across different social, spatial and cultural 
settings, and how they manifest in distinct patterns of neighbouring behaviour 
are questions that render neighbours a fascinating topic of debate and interest.

Before addressing these questions, it is important to provide clarity around 
some of the fundamental concepts pertaining to neighbours. We have already 
identified neighbours as the people who live near us, and we figuratively refer 
to them in this book as the ‘people who live next door’. More literally, however, 
neighbours are the people whose dwellings are within sufficient proximity to our 
own that our residential lives intertwine with theirs in a range of ways. This is a 
much more circumscribed definition of neighbours than is often used in schol-
arly texts or popular parlance, which conceive of neighbours as co-residents of 
a neighbourhood or members of one’s local community. The narrowness of our 
focus in this book is intentional. While there has been extensive analysis of con-
temporary neighbourhoods and the forms of social cohesion, belonging, and 
conflict that might foster among co-residents of those neighbourhoods (see, for 
example, the collection by Watt & Smets, 2014), contemporary understandings of 
neighbours as the people who live next door are more limited and, increasingly, 
outdated. Their presence in our lives, even when they are strangers, compels us to 
pay them more attention than we have done previously.

Moving on, and following Kusenbach (2006), the forms of behaviour that we 
engage in as neighbours and the relationships that are engendered through them 
are referred to as neighbouring. Kusenbach defines neighbouring as a ‘normative 
set of interactive practices’ (2006, p. 282), thereby drawing attention to the way 
these modes of interaction are governed by socially sanctioned rules and expec-
tations around how neighbours should behave towards one another. In general, 
there is a broad expectation that neighbouring should manifest itself  in positive 
ways. When this occurs, we conceive of those neighbours and their behaviour 
as neighbourly, while our relationships with them are guided by neighbourli-
ness. Defined by Abrams as ‘a positive and committed relationship constructed 
between neighbours’ (Bulmer, 1986, p. 21), neighbourliness is underpinned by 
latent values or favourable dispositions towards neighbours as intrinsically valu-
able and manifest in overt expressions of social intercourse such as visiting neigh-
bours, friendly greetings, mutual support and the provision of aid (Mann, 1954).

In her ethnography of neighbourhood ties in a low-income area of Rotter-
dam in the Netherlands, Blokland (2003) provides a finely grained typology of 
neighbour relations according to the level of attachment residents hold towards 
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neighbours as an abstract social category or as individuals. For those who relate 
to neighbours simply because they are neighbours and who see virtue in engaging 
in small acts of reciprocity but otherwise refrain from socialising with each other, 
their neighbourly relationships are transaction oriented. Nevertheless, attach-
ments can form when those transactions are imbued with a sense of goodwill 
towards neighbours, when neighbourliness is valued and when it reveals itself  
through street-level (but not necessarily home-based) forms of neighbour social-
ity. This is distinct from neighbours who are friends, rather than simply those 
with whom we are friendly. Blokland terms these kinds of relationships ‘bonds’ 
(2003), but she notes that they arise not simply because people are neighbours 
but from other forms of connection or affect. Finally, there are neighbour rela-
tions that are merely ‘interdependent’: absent in every way except for the fact 
that neighbours live next door to one another and thus their presence cannot be 
completely ignored.

The intriguing feature of neighbouring is that it simply refers to the modes of 
action and interaction that neighbours engage in with one another. As such, there 
is nothing inherent in these forms of interaction to suggest they should be imbued 
with positive dispositions, or foster attachments or bonds, or invoke gestures of 
friendliness and sociability. But there is something about the neighbour role that 
attaches to it a set of expectations pertaining towards more virtuous forms of 
disposition and social intercourse, at least in the kinds of affluent Western con-
texts we have so far been discussing. Going back to Kusenbach, neighbouring is 
a ‘normative [emphasis added] set of interactive practices’ (2006, p. 282), and it is 
these norms that induce us to link neighbouring to neighbourliness based on the 
existence of a (usually) unwritten, (often) unspoken, but nevertheless compelling 
set of rules around the ways neighbours should behave.

More than 30 years ago, Philip Abrams (Bulmer, 1986) observed that good 
neighbours are friendly and helpful, but that they also respect others’ pri-
vacy by maintaining social distance in the face of proximity. In trying to make 
sense of these potentially competing imperatives, Abrams drily noted that  
‘…[N]eighbouring … seems to be a type of interaction constituted in a rather 
enigmatic three-dimensional space’ (1986, p. 31). Each of the dimensions has 
already been alluded to in the discussion so far, but it is worth taking a closer look 
at the composite features of a good neighbour. The first requirement of neigh-
bours is that they should be friendly – not necessarily to the degree of Blokland’s 
neighbour bonds, although this is clearly not inconceivable. Rather, it is antici-
pated that neighbours should engage in polite sociality by exchanging friendly 
greetings when they encounter one another. Kusenbach (2006) suggests that, at a 
minimum, neighbours are required to show friendly recognition of one another as 
a polite way of demonstrating that one can at least identify one’s neighbours, even 
if  they are not known by name and neither party has any desire to stop and chat.

Next comes helpfulness: a latent disposition that Crow, Allan, and Summers 
describe as ‘being there when needed’ (2002, p. 127), but which also involves  
the provision of favours that vary in size and levels of obligation depend-
ing on the type of relationship one has with that neighbour. In times past (as  
Cockayne (2012) has vividly described), absolute poverty induced neighbours to 
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share food and domestic items, contribute towards the cost of a funeral if  a griev-
ing neighbour could not cover it alone, care for each other’s children and pro-
vide emotional support and advice. Nowadays, requests to borrow money from a 
neighbour would mostly be viewed as inappropriate and likely met with refusal, 
especially if  the only source of interaction with that neighbour has so far been a 
friendly wave as one leaves the house each morning. And even a request to borrow 
the metaphorical cup of sugar or other food item might be regarded as unusual 
among neighbours whose relationships resemble Blokland’s (2003) interdepend-
encies and transactions.

Cockayne (2012) advises that borrowing tools might still be acceptable today, 
but otherwise the sorts of helpfulness we can expect from a neighbour are light in 
obligation – feeding a pet or watering plants while the neighbour is away; holding 
a spare key for them, just in case; and being observant of elderly neighbours or 
of strangers who loiter around the neighbourhood. Litwak and Szelenyi (1969,  
p. 470) suggest that many of these services are legitimately the ‘province of neigh-
bours’ because neighbours are best placed to offer assistance in instances where 
a quick reaction is required (as in an emergency); when the trigger for neighbour 
help relates to a common territory (as would be the case in a natural disaster); and 
where everyday observation is needed, such as the kind provided by neighbours 
in a Neighbourhood Watch scheme. To receive this kind of neighbourly aid, three 
conditions need to be in place. The first (as Laurier et al. (2002) demonstrate) is 
an implicit understanding that neighbours can approach each other in times of 
need, even if  they do not know each other outside of that particular situation. 
Second, and also drawing on Laurier et al. (2002), is an unspoken consensus that 
residents can turn to a neighbour for assistance (rather than a family member or 
a friend) precisely ‘because of a neighbour’s obligation as a neighbour [emphasis 
added]’ (2002, p. 365). But the third condition places contingencies on the reliabil-
ity of neighbourly help: neighbours are willing to help one another because they 
expect that help will be reciprocated by that neighbour; indeed, any neighbour. 
Reciprocity provides the glue for ongoing neighbourly aid.

The final dimension of good neighbouring risks contradicting the first two, 
and this is what makes neighbouring such a potentially fraught practice. Along 
with being friendly and helpful, neighbours are also expected to respect each oth-
er’s privacy, which suggests that limits should be placed on the level of friendli-
ness and helpfulness neighbours offer each other. Taking too much interest in a 
neighbour’s affairs, keeping an eye out too closely on their comings and goings 
and being ever present in the desire to offer help risk tipping the balance towards 
over-neighbouring or, worse, getting a reputation as a ‘nosy’ neighbour. The need 
for neighbours to respect each other’s private lives emanates from two broad fea-
tures of residential life. The first is the way home is now conceived as the con-
summate site for the preservation of our privacy and the expression of self  and 
sociality. Authors such as Saunders and Williams (1988) describe a pervasive 
culture of privatism, or home-centredness in the way we understand and experi-
ence the home, such that our identities are constructed and expressed through the 
choices we make around the neighbourhoods we live in, and through home design 
and décor. According to Putnam (2000), the inclination of current generations 
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of Americans to engage in home-bound socialising with friends rather than civic 
forms of engagement in local clubs and society is indicative of a general malaise 
of American civic society.

For those fortunate to have one, then, a home is a haven – a retreat from the 
outside world – and its sanctity needs to be protected. The lengths that more afflu-
ent home dwellers will go to in order to preserve the physical boundaries of their 
homes can be seen in the high walls or fences, electric gates and closed-circuit 
television cameras erected to deter would-be burglars, door-to-door salespeople, 
roaming cats or over-friendly neighbours. But even in the absence of such fortifi-
cation, neighbours erect symbolic boundaries between their properties that send 
coded messages to one another about the need to preserve each other’s privacy.

This brings us to the second feature of residential life: that of physical proxim-
ity between neighbouring dwellings and the need to sustain the privacy of our 
private domestic life from those who are close enough to see glimpses of it but are 
not members of our family or friendship network. As already noted, the people 
next door often know more about our lives than we care to consider, even if  they 
do not know us by name. They learn about our routines as we come and go; they 
interpret the social messages we emit about our status through the maintenance 
and presentation of our homes to the outside world; they learn to recognise fam-
ily members and frequent visitors; and they are likely to hear the sounds of our 
music, our appliances, our arguments and even (as Stokoe (2006) reminds us) our 
most intimate encounters, as noise inadvertently transmits through walls and out 
of windows. But good neighbours rarely reveal how much they know about us. 
Instead, they are expected to display a degree of tolerance and inattentiveness to 
the parts of our private domestic lives that we unavoidably reveal to them by vir-
tue of the close proximity of their homes to ours. In return for this performance 
of disinterest, good neighbours also take care not to expose neighbours to the 
intimate features of their own private lives any more than they can avoid. Neigh-
bours can only pretend not to have seen or heard so much.

While we have witnessed the rise of Good Neighbour Agreements in recent 
decades (particularly in the social housing sector and as part of covenant agree-
ments for new apartments or estates), it is still the case that the norms and expec-
tations of good neighbours are infrequently codified, no matter how normatively 
powerful they might be. Neighbouring, says Stokoe (2006, p. 2.2)

functions quietly and goes unexplicated when the order of the 
relationship is respected and maintained: it is only when breaches 
occur that people start to articulate the otherwise unspoken norms 
of social life.

The negative side of neighbouring – what we might call unneighbourliness – 
appears to be a common phenomenon if  media reports, council hotline calls, 
websites, blogs and other forms of public ‘neighbour talk’ are to be believed. 
‘Long-running dispute between neighbours ends with one of them being charged 
with murder’ reads one recent Australian news report (Percy, 2019), while across 
the globe in the United Kingdom, ‘Woman, 40, battered her neighbour to death 
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