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This chapter analyzes identity formation among Bulgarian Mus-
lims—Pomaks—especially since 1989, and it assesses the ways in
which institutional structures in Bulgaria have mitigated against the
rise of a politicized Pomak identity and muted ethnic conflict. In the
case of the Bulgarian Muslims, political entrepeneurs who sought to
use identity politics to mobilize support have had few tangible re-
sources to offer in exchange. This is primarily because there was
virtually no institutional basis for the politicization of Pomak cultural
identity. In the historical process of nation-building, the marker for
national identity became language rather than religion in Bulgaria.
Bulgarian Muslims’ religious “difference” from their Christian coun-
terparts has proven insufficiently distinctive to permit the rise of a
Pomak political identity. Nonetheless, recent events have shifted the
balance of power and resources, allowing both for a potential for
conflict to occur in the future and for observers to witness the process
of political identity-formation in action.

The use of the term Muslim in the Bulgarian context needs
precise elaboration. It is used as an ascriptive concept, comprising
both religious Muslims and the large group of secular individuals
recognizable as “Muslim” through names, kinship ties, rituals, etc.
In terms of ethnolinguistic groups, the largest among them is the
group of ethnic Turks, followed by Bulgarian-speaking Muslims and
Muslim gypsies. There are also some confessional nuances between
the dominant Sunni majority and a small Shi’ite (Kizilbas) minority.
This paper will confine itself to the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims,
further referred to as Bulgarian Muslims or Pomaks.1

The first part of this chapter discusses the historical back-
ground of identity-formation in the larger Balkan setting and out-
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lines the development of the Bulgarian Muslim population until the
end of the 1980s. This background is essential for understanding the
particular mechanisms of (national) identity-formation in the region,
as well as the articulation of claims and interests which invariably
evoke those historical precedents or arguments that politicize cul-
tural identity. The following sections analyze internal and external
factors influencing the formation of a politicized cultural identity
and the factors leading to cultural conflict suggested by the propo-
sitions that comprise the analytic framework of this volume. I exam-
ine the influence of domestic political institutions—political parties
and organizations—in articulating interests and charging group
identities. I also look at cultural and psychological ingredients: the
role of language, religion, and education in affirming or transform-
ing identities, as well as the workings of ethnic hierarchies and
stereotypes. Further, I examine the process of economic liberaliza-
tion in Bulgaria after the collapse of communism. That is, I look at
the direct repercussions of the cataclysmic transformations in the
overall economy on different ethnic/confessional groups and the
possible link between perceived economic interests and individual
identity, group identity, and loyalty. The external factors comprise
aspects of regional and global security, as well as foreign political
and economic pressures. In particular, I explore how the prospects
for regionalization (particularly in relation to Turkey) directly affect
political formations and group interests and thus (indirectly) identi-
ties. This also poses the question of the economy as part of national
security, as it has been increasingly interpreted today. In this general
framework I explore the concrete case of the Bulgarian Muslims as
an intermediate group caught halfway between and claimed by both
opposing poles.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The existence of Muslim enclaves in the Balkans is the direct
legacy of five centuries of Ottoman rule over the peninsula. The
fundamental consequence of the establishment of the Pax Ottomana
in the Balkans was the abolition of state and feudal frontiers, some-
thing which facilitated or enhanced population movements and the
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interpenetration of different population groups within a vast terri-
tory. Although there are no reliable aggregate figures on population
shifts before the nineteenth century, attempts have been made to
assess the character and effects of these movements. The chief histo-
riographical controversy centers on explanations for the sizable
Muslim population in the Balkans: colonization versus conversion
theory.2 Whereas there were significant population transfers from
Anatolia to the Balkans between the fourteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries, by the sixteenth century this settler colonization process had
stopped, and yet the percentage of Muslims in the region continued
to grow (albeit staying in the minority). This suggests that in fact
there were a great number of personal conversions to Islam among
the non-Muslim populations of the Balkans. The nonenforced or so-
called voluntary conversions can be viewed as the result of indirect
pressure or coercion (economic and social, but not necessarily ad-
ministrative), with the goal of attaining social recategorization. It is,
moreover, the individual and predominantly single character of
these conversions which explains the fact that integration into the
new religious (and social) milieu was accompanied with a sub-
sequent loss of the native tongue. The exceptions are the cases where
these conversions occurred en masse in larger or smaller groups, ir-
respective of whether they were voluntary or enforced: Bosnia, Al-
bania, the Rhodope Mountains region (the Pomaks), Macedonia (the
Torbeshi), etc.

The outcome of the debate between the colonization and con-
version theories, as well as about the mechanisms of conversion,
would have been of merely academic significance were it not for the
fact that practically all recent attempts at dealing with minority
problems (assimilation, emigration, resistance to these policies,
propaganda, etc.) are being legitimized by means of this historical
experience. It also serves as a base for opposing claims advanced by
different political actors at present.3

The most substantial changes in the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries occurred as a result of the secession of the Balkan
nation-states from the Ottoman Empire. The massive emigrations
triggered by political circumstances were atypical for the rest of
Europe at the time, to be surpassed only by the events of World War
II.4 Despite these drastic population shifts, not a single one among
the Balkan countries achieved the cherished ideal characteristics of
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the nineteenth- and twentieth-century European nation-state: ethnic
and religious homogeneity. All Balkan countries (Turkey inclusive)
resorted to similar solutions in trying to solve their minority prob-
lems in the new context: (forced) emigration and assimilation. The
failure of these policies and the subsequently unresolved minority
issues are essentially the sources of existing and potential crisis
points in the Balkans: Bosnia, Macedonia, Kosovo, Transylvania,
Thrace.

Turning specifically to the case of Bulgaria, we see that in many
ways the institutional legacies of Ottoman rule and the development
of the modern nation-state have created conditions similar to those
found throughout the Balkans—with an important exception: al-
though relations between Bulgarian Christians and Bulgarian Mus-
lims have at times been quite bloody, today the potential for renewed
conflict seems relatively low in relation to what can be found in other
parts of the region. To understand how this is so, we need to under-
stand the particularities of the case.

The Pomaks inhabit several regions of Bulgaria but are concen-
trated as a compact mass almost entirely in the Rhodope Mountains,
where they have practiced their traditional occupations—mostly
animal husbandry, but also agriculture—for centuries.5 The process
of their conversion to Islam has been gradual and protracted and,
despite some excellent research, impossible to reconstruct in all its
details and historical depth. The historiography which traces the
gradual process of Islamization of the local Christian inhabitants
from Ottoman registers beginning in the sixteenth century is the
most convincing from a scholarly point of view.6 Its conclusions are
well corroborated by the daily and active coexistence between Bul-
garian Christians and Muslims, who in some cases keep memories
of their kinship alive.7 At the same time, there is a whole body of
journalistic and partly academic literature which has built on folk
legends and insists on the abrupt, violent mass conversion of the
population in the second half of the seventeenth century. Despite the
profound intellectual and ideological strain between these two ex-
planations, they interface on one point: that the converts were part
of the already consolidated Bulgarian ethnic group and that by con-
verting to Islam, their conscious Bulgarian ethnicity was weakened
or completely obliterated. Against this, Greek historiography, hav-
ing to deal with a Pomak presence in its own part of the Rhodopes,
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has promoted a theory that they are Slavic-speaking Muslims of
Greek (or Hellenized Thracian) origins.8 Finally, some Turkish works
(clearly on the outside margins of scholarship but widely used as
political propaganda) advance the thesis, already dominant in the
Kurdish case, that the Pomaks are “mountain Turks.”9 Again, all
these theories could be simply treated as illustrations of historio-
graphic and ideological trends were it not for their immediate role
in legitimizing identity claims.

As a whole, the literature dealing with relations between Bul-
garian Christians and Muslims in the Ottoman period is unanimous
on the point that there had been a remarkably well-developed mo-
dus vivendi of coexistence, something which was preserved in the
subsequent period on the local level and in everyday life. It seems
that beginning in the first half of the nineteenth century, with the
economic advance and cultural revival of the Bulgarian Christians
and the development of a national consciousness among them, the
latent opposition between the two confessional groups was gradu-
ally transformed into open hostility.10 The culmination of this an-
tagonism came with the secession of Bulgaria from the Ottoman
Empire, following the April uprising of 1876 and the ensuing Russo-
Turkish war of 1877–78. The April 1876 uprising was ruthlessly sup-
pressed, provoking European public opinion to deal with the
Bulgarian horrors. This aspect of the Eastern crisis is well known and
researched in the historical literature. What is less known, and reluc-
tantly dealt with, is the fact that Bulgarian-speaking Muslims took
an active part in the squelching of the uprising and committed un-
speakable brutalities. This provoked the retaliation of the Christians
in 1878 with the advance of the Russian armies, and a substantial
part of the Pomaks emigrated to the confines of the Ottoman Empire,
refusing to live under the rule of the giaours (a derogatory term for
non-Muslims, particularly Christians). Many took part in the so-
called “Rhodope mutiny,” an organized counterattack of the Otto-
man armed forces and the Muslim population of the Rhodopes
(Turks and Pomaks), headed by the former British consul in Varna
and Burgas and volunteer officer in the Ottoman army, Saint Clair,
with the active support of the British embassy in Constantinople.
With the dismemberment of the country into what came to be called
San Stefano Bulgaria after the peace treaty between Russia and the
Ottoman Empire in March 1878, the Rhodope region was included
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in the province of Eastern Rumelia, which was to be ruled by a
Christian dignitary. About twenty Pomak villages refused to recog-
nize this authority, forming the so-called “Pomak republic.” This
lasted for about eight years until 1886, when, one year after the
unification of the Bulgarian principality with Eastern Rumelia, the
frontier with the Ottoman Empire was finally demarcated and these
villages were included in the Ottoman Empire until the Balkan
wars.11

The alienation of the Bulgarian-speaking Muslim population
was compounded by the fact that the newly created Bulgarian na-
tion-state did not attempt to integrate it but instead treated it as
indistinguishable from the larger Muslim group. Thus in all censuses
of the late nineteenth century (1880, 1885, 1888) the Bulgarian-speak-
ing Muslims were entered under the heading “Turks.” It was only in
the 1905 census that a separate group—“Pomaks”—appeared.12 Dur-
ing the 1920s and especially during the 1930s a sustained campaign
began in the press urging public opinion to discriminate between
religious and ethnic allegiance and to accept the Pomaks as part of
the Bulgarian nation. This idea was most intensely espoused by the
small educated elite among the Pomaks (principally teachers) who
strove to elevate the economic and cultural level of their group and
to rescue it from its ever-growing marginalization.

In 1937 the organization Rodina (Motherland) was formed. Its
principal aim was to foster a Bulgarian ethnic consciousness among
the Bulgarian Muslims. Its activities covered mostly the Central and
Western Rhodopes; it proved unsuccessful in the Eastern Rhodopes.
In the course of seven years the organization introduced Bulgarian-
language worship in the mosques, translated the Qur’an into Bulgar-
ian, created a Bulgarian Muslim establishment separate from the
Turkish, and promoted the creation of a local elite by enrolling Bul-
garian Muslims into secondary and higher education estab-
lishments. It also attempted to reform everyday life by casting away
the traditional costume, improving the lot of women, and ceasing
the practice of circumcision.13 Most important, in 1942 it embarked
on a campaign to change the names of the Bulgarian Muslims to
Bulgarian, although not Christian, names. It has been estimated that
by September 1944, two-thirds of the Pomak population in the Cen-
tral Rhodopes had changed their names.14 Immediately after the war,
Rodina was dissolved on the grounds of being a nationalistic Bul-
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garian, reactionary, and racist organization. The Muslim names of
the population were restored by 1945.15

The Rodina movement of the 1930s and 1940s was regarded as
a revival (vîzrazhdane) of the lost ethnic/national consciousness of the
Bulgarian Muslim converts. This very concept and the accompany-
ing discourse, as well as the geographic span and the character of its
activities, is very important to keep in mind when considering the
obvious continuities with later assimilation campaigns directed at
the Pomaks (in the 1960s and 1970s), and the internationally much
publicized campaign directed at the Turks in the latter half of the
1980s. Although the activities of Rodina are less than controversial
and its assessments even more so, ranging from limitless idealization
to complete repudiation, the substance of its efforts, the evaluative
element aside, can be seen as an attempt to bridge existing religious
boundaries through linguistic unity and to replace or at least subor-
dinate the heretofore dominant religious identity by ethnic/national
consciousness.16 In other words, Rodina served to usher the Bulgar-
ian Muslims from one set of institutional norms derived from Otto-
man rule stressing religious affiliation to a new set of norms more in
keeping with the modern, language-based notions of identity pro-
moted by the contemporary Bulgarian nation-state. At least in its
initial conception, it was essentially a grassroots effort (despite the
utilization sometimes of questionable methods and although it soon
came to be used by the authorities) to blend a minority with the
dominant majority and thus acquire the mechanisms of vertical mo-
bility.

Insofar as the complex ethnic and religious diversity is a conti-
nuity from the Ottoman period, it would seem at first glance that we
are faced simply with the workings of the Ottoman legacy (both in
its specifics and as an imperial legacy in general). Yet the issue be-
comes more complex when taking into account the different and
competing ways of shaping group consciousness in general and eth-
nic and national consciousness in particular. Nationalism in the Bal-
kans in the nineteenth century was constructed primarily around
linguistic and religious identities. Language was perceived by prac-
tically all national and cultural leaders as the mightiest agent of
unification. The efforts of the new states centered on the creation of
secularized, centralized, and uniform educational systems as one of
the most powerful agents of nationalism, alongside the army and
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other institutions. Yet this very emphasis on the unifying potential
of language stressed at the same time its exclusiveness and the rigid-
ity of the ethnic boundaries it delineated. This precluded the inte-
gration (except in the cases of assimilation) of different linguistic
groups into a single nation.

Moreover, not only did groups of different linguistic back-
ground from the dominant ethnic group in the nation-state prove
impossible to integrate; so also did groups of identical ethnic back-
ground and speakers of the same (or dialects of the same) language,
like the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims, the Slavic Bosnian Muslims,
the Torbeshi in Macedonia, etc. These cases invoke the general prob-
lem of religion as a political boundary, that of the Balkan Muslims
in particular. Despite the fact that language indeed had become the
nucleus of different ethnic and national identities among the Balkan
Christians (Orthodox for the most part), it could not raze the funda-
mental boundary between Muslims and Christians that had been
established during the centuries of Ottoman rule. The reason for this
was not, as the great bulk of Balkan and foreign historiography
maintains, the fact that Orthodoxy played a major and crucial role
in nation-building.17 In fact, “religion came last in the struggle to
forge new national identities” and in some cases “did not become a
functional element in national definition until the nation-states had
nationalized their churches.”18 It never could be a sufficient compo-
nent of national self-identity, and even in the national struggles its
primary contribution was to strengthen the opposition to the Muslim
rulers.19 Within the Orthodox ecumene, the process of nation-build-
ing demonstrated “the essential incompatibility between the imag-
ined community of religion and the imagined community of the
nation.”20

This does not mean that the religious boundary between Chris-
tianity and Islam was the only divider. Clearly the different Christian
denominations, and particularly the opposition between Orthodoxy
and Catholicism, presented additional frontiers of tension. Yet these
frontiers did not prove as insurmountable.21 Ironically Balkan na-
tionalism, which irrevocably destroyed the imagined community of
Orthodox Christianity, managed to preserve a frozen, unchangeable
and stultifyingly uniform image of the Muslim community and con-
sistently dealt with it in millet terms. In other words, the Christian
populations of the Balkans began speaking, among themselves, the
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language of nationalism, whereas their attitudes toward the Mus-
lims remained in the realm of the undifferentiated religious commu-
nities discourse. Here we see a case of overlapping and conflicting
institutional legacies. A modern set of institutional norms is juxta-
posed with an older but structurally determined set of institutional
practices. A manifestation of this Christian attitude was the continu-
ous and indiscriminate use of the name “Turk” to refer to Muslims
in general, a practice still alive in many parts of the Balkans.22

On the other hand, it could be maintained that as a whole, the
Balkan Muslims, because they could not adapt to the national mode
and were practically excluded from the process of nation-formation
in the Balkans, retained a fluid consciousness which for a longer time
displayed the characteristics of a millet mentality, and thus the bear-
ing of the Ottoman legacy. This does not mean that Islam—or for that
matter religion—became an alternative form of national conscious-
ness.23 In fact, it did not. In the reality of an independent Bulgarian
nation-state after 1878 with Orthodox Christianity as the official re-
ligion, it meant, however, that Muslims were marginalized in the
face of a sphere which proved to be exclusionary to them.

The Turks within the Muslim sphere were the first to shed the
millet identity and, to a great extent under the influence of the
development of Turkish nationalism in neighboring Turkey but also
favored by the significant degree of cultural autonomy in the first
decades after World War II, develop an ethnic consciousness. This
did not happen with the Pomaks. There had never been homogene-
ity within the Muslim sphere. The Bulgarian Muslims had been
viewed as an inferior category not only by the Bulgarian Christians,
but, because of the lack of Turkish as their language, also by the
Turks. Intermarriages between the two Muslim groups have been
extremely rare. At the same time, it should be acknowledged that
the articulation of the inferior status of the Pomaks (in the first case
because they allegedly espoused an “inferior” religion, in the second
because they did not master a “superior” language) is the rationali-
zation of a social opposition, a reflection of the antagonisms be-
tween mountain and valley populations, between a mostly pastoral
versus a mostly sedentary agrarian culture, and later of the isolation
of a particularly confined agricultural group within a rapidly indus-
trializing society.
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In short, historically virtually all attempts to politicize Pomak
cultural identity failed. Because language and not religion became
the national identity marker, Pomaks became Bulgarians, stifling
separatist impulses. At the same time, as we shall see in more detail
below, Pomaks were marginalized in Bulgarian society and made to
feel inferior, despite formal institutional attempts to integrate them
into the “nation.” That marginalization would later make them vul-
nerable to attempts by political entrepreneurs to mobilize them for
political action by politicizing their group identity.

ASCRIPTIVE IDENTITY AND SELF-IDENTITY

The current terms used in both the scholarly literature and the
press to denote the Bulgarian-speaking Muslims—pomatsi (Pomaks)
and bîlgaromohamedani (Bulgaro-Mohammedans—i.e., Bulgarian
Muslims)—are ascriptive and as a whole are avoided by the group
they designate.24 It seems that the term Pomak was used in public
discourse for one of the first times when it attracted the attention of
Vassil Aprilov, a wealthy Bulgarian merchant and important figure
of the Bulgarian cultural revival during the nineteenth century. In
his Odessa-based newspaper Denitsa na novobîlgarskoto obrazovanie
(The morning star of modern Bulgarian education), Aprilov wrote in
1841 about

Bulgarians who profess the Mohammedan faith. . . . In their fam-
ily circle and with other Bulgarians they speak the Bulgarian lan-
guage and Turkish with the Greeks and with the Turks. Their
personal names are also Turkish. . . . All of their Turkified breth-
ren the Bulgarians call Pomaks, the meaning of which I have not
found out yet.25

This quote is not only one of the earliest documentations of the term,
but also aptly illustrates an important element which has persisted
ever since: the conjunction of Turks with Muslims (the Islamized
Bulgarians are Turkified; they have Turkish, not Muslim, names).

Three decades later Felix Kanitz, the famous author of “Donau-
Bulgarien und der Balkan,” not only gave a valuable description of
the “moslemisch-bulgarishen Pomaci,” but also offered an etymology
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of the term. It derived, according to him, from the verb pomoci (to
help), as they were considered helpers of the Turks.26 The folk ety-
mologies of the local Christians proposed other meanings. They de-
rived from pomamvam, pomamil se (being cheated, duped), pometnal
se (betrayed, abandoned), and even pomiya (garbage), but all were
without any exception pejorative.27

Pomak was not the only, and not even the main, designation.
More common as an outside designation was the term akhryani. Its
etymology is deduced from either the Greek for worthless, awkward,
rough, wicked, or else a bastardized version of Agarenes, descen-
dants of Hagar, a common pejorative for the Muslims in the Middle
Ages, but reserved for the Bulgarian Muslims in the later period. In
the case of the Greek etymology, an interesting attempt has been
made to stress its ancient origins, pointing not at an ethnic but at a
socioeconomic antagonism: the binary opposition mountain/valley
paralleling the ancient opposition barbarity/civilization.28

The term Bulgaro-Mohammedans is a literary appellative
which today is the one almost exclusively utilized by academics and
journalists. Its origins can be traced to the end of the nineteenth
century, when it appeared in scholarly works emphasizing the Bul-
garian ethnic character of this population.29 By the 1930s and 1940s
it was accepted by many educated Pomaks as a neutral term which
was to replace the existing pejoratives. As expressed in a letter from
one of the leaders of Rodina, Svetoslav Dukhovnikov at that time
müfti of Smolyan, at present müfti of Plovdiv, reporting on the ac-
tivities of his organization,

We stopped calling ourselves “Pomaks,” “Akhryans,” etc. and
adopted the designation “Bulgaro-Mohammedans,” which was
accepted in the administration and in scholarship.30

Another young imam, Mehmet Dervishev, declared at the time:

By religion, we are Muslims, but this does not prevent us at all
from being Bulgarians. Religion should not divide nations be-
cause what distinguishes nations from one another is language
and blood.31

Arif Beyski, another activist of the Rodina movement, thus summa-
rized the relationship between ethnicity and religion:
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The Muslim religion which we profess does not prevent us from
feeling Bulgarian in the least. . . . We are Bulgarians according to
ethnicity and Muslims according to religion! . . . Being Muslim
does not at all mean that we are Turks. For if we are to judge
ethnicity by faith, then we would have to be called Arabs because
Mohammed, our prophet and the founder of the Muslim religion,
was not a Turk but an Arab. . . . However, we are not Arabs, but
we are whites and of the Slavic race. It is clear to us as daylight
that religion cannot determine ethnicity. One religion can com-
prise many ethnicities, and there can be many faiths within one
nation. It is the language which determines ethnicity and divides
nations into separate states. It is language which draws bounda-
ries between nations. Examples abound. Here Greece and Roma-
nia profess the same religion as Bulgaria, but it is language which
distinguishes them. . . . How can it be otherwise when there are
only five main religions in the world but there are over 70 differ-
ent nations and states. . . . So I ask those of my coreligionists,
Bulgarian Mohammedans, who by an inexcusable delusion call
themselves Turks simply because they have received their faith
from the Turks, what is the reason for that?32

This is not merely a document of the 1940s which presents the ideas
of the Rodina ideologues but the quintessence of the official argu-
ment claiming the Bulgarian Muslims as part of the Bulgarian (eth-
nic) nation. It is also espoused today by adherents among the
Bulgarian Muslims of an integration process with the mainstream
Bulgarian population (i.e., Christian by religion or name). As such,
it is a pertinent illustration of the attempt to redefine self-identity
by appropriating the mechanism of political identity-formation of
the dominant group—i.e., a national and therefore political con-
sciousness constructed primarily around linguistic identity. As the
present chairman of the Rhodope Union, Branko Davidov, put it:

I consider myself a Bulgarian. Some circles do not want to see the
Bulgaro-Mohammedans as Bulgarians and do all they can to de-
tach them from their ethnic roots. If the Turks harbor the illusion
of salvation in their fatherland, our fatherland is here. Our mother
tongue is Bulgarian. . . . The boundary of a nation is its language.
Why should the Bulgarian Mohammedans feel emigrant in their
own fatherland?33
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This feeling is particularly strong in the Central Rhodopes (es-
pecially the Smolyan district). According to the observations of local
leaders and intellectuals, the majority of the local Pomaks in the
town of Smolyan feel that they are Bulgarians. This feeling seems
especially intense among Pomak women, who categorically refuse
to change back to Muslim names, an opportunity provided by the
reversal of assimilation politics at the end of December 1989. These
women fear that a change to Muslim names will mean a concomitant
encroachment on their position.34 It is symptomatic that this position
is most strongly espoused in the regions where the traditions of the
Rodina movement were most powerful. Again, it is in these regions
that the appellative Bulgaro-Mohammedans has been partly inter-
nalized and often appears as a self-designation, although there are
no reliable quantitative sociological data.

Those who aim at a real and effective social recategorization,
however, understand that this is possible only by a complete blend-
ing with the dominant group—i.e., by erasing the existing religious
boundary. This may explain the success of a grassroots Christianiz-
ing campaign in the Rhodopes led by Father Boyan Sarîev, himself a
professed “descendant of Bulgarian Mohammedans” and leader of
the Movement for Christianity and Progress (Ioan Predtecha.)35 Ac-
cording to Sarîev, the new religious identity is the only solution for
the split identity of the Bulgarian Muslims, which he calls “national
hermaphrodism”:36

There is no other difference but the religious between the Bulgari-
ans and the descendants of the Islamized Bulgarians. Only Islam
stands like a Chinese wall between them. Besides, religion is a
very strong [element] in defining one’s national identity. On the
basis of religion this population will join the Christian brother-
hood, which is its historical place.37

During the past three years the movement claims to have con-
verted 50,000 Bulgarian Mohammedans, “who secretly and gradu-
ally came to yearn to feel part and parcel of the Bulgarian
population.”38 Most of these people—about 37,000—live in the Cen-
tral and Eastern Rhodopes and are, according to Sarîev, members of
the younger and middle generation. The ambition of the movement
is to convert 75 to 80 percent of the Bulgarian Muslims by the end of
the century. Thus far, its main success has been in the same areas that
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the Rodina movement had received support. The reaction of the rest
of the Christian Bulgarian population is still unclear, although the
Orthodox Church has reacted frantically to the movement’s endeav-
ors to enlist the financial and political support of the Vatican in its
missionary activities, despite the assurances of Sarîev that this
would not open the door to Catholic propaganda.39

As a whole, the name Bulgaro-Mohammedans has not fared as
well as a self-designation, despite its aura of being a politically cor-
rect term, not least because of its clumsiness. At one of the local
censuses during the Communist period, three options were offered:
Turks, Bulgarians, and Bulgaro-Mohammedans. One of the inter-
viewees chose to be entered as “Bulgaro-Mohammedan” but ex-
claimed, turning to the mayor, “Why don’t you drop this Bulgarian?
After all, I am a Mohammedan.”40 In fact, the most widespread cul-
tural self-identification among the Bulgarian Muslims has been and
is simply “Mohammedan,” a nominal tribute to the resilience of
millet consciousness.

In some cases, a genuine intellectual resistance appears against
the attempts to impose a definite political (Bulgarian or Turkish)
identity to the Pomaks. When inhabitants of Padina (a completely
Pomak village in the Eastern Rhodopes) exclaim, “What we are, who
we are, what we believe is our own destiny; don’t meddle with our
souls!,” this is not simply exhaustion in the face of pressure.41 It is
an authentic indifference to a kind of political identity which asserts
itself not only as the norm in the conditions of the nation-state, but
also claims the exclusive loyalties of the population.

Very interesting in this respect is a protest letter signed by 924
inhabitants of the small frontier village of Kochan in the Satovcha
municipality in southwestern Bulgaria. The letter is a declaration
against the accusations of a Macedonian organization in the region
that a coercive process of Turkification has been taking place. The
authors of the letter refer to themselves as Muslims: “We, the Muslim
believers from the village of Kochan. . . ”; “We are proud that all
inhabitants of the village of Kochan are Muslims, and this was con-
firmed by the last census”; “the industrious Muslim population of
the municipality and of our village”; etc. None of the appellatives
used by the outgroup are accepted as an accurate label for their
identity:
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Notwithstanding what you call us—Bulgarians, Mohammedans,
Bulgarian Muslims, Pomaks, even Macedonians—we declare that
we are a reality which, much as you would like it not to exist, is
a fact, and you have to accept us such as we are.42

At the same time as “Mohammedan” or “Muslim” reflects be-
longing to a religious group, the grip of religion on the Muslim
population is quite problematic, although certainly growing. It is
primarily among the generation over 50 years of age that fervent
believers can be encountered. The adult generation between the ages
of 20 and 50 does not possess religious habits, nor does it have clear
religious ideas. Its attachment to Islam is mostly a way of demon-
strating opposition to previous constraints and prohibitions. Among
the very young, however, under the influence of family and the new
public sphere, there is a renewed interest for the teachings of Islam.
This, according to specialists, creates an important bridge between
the youngest and the oldest generations, which most likely will con-
tribute to a rise of religiosity and religious knowledge.43

Still, at present only 29 percent of the Muslims in a poll taken
in the Eastern Rhodopes responded to the question “What do you
know about Mohammed?” with answers like “Allah’s prophet” or
“something like Jesus Christ.” The rest declared they knew noth-
ing.44 The knowledge of the dogma is not to be mixed up with religi-
osity. The question “Do you believe in God?” was answered in the
affirmative by 73 percent of the Turks, 66 percent of the Pomaks, 59
percent of the gypsies, and 37 percent of the Bulgarians.45

In addition to the term Bulgaro-Mohammedan, there is also a
host of other competing designations, practically all of them literary
appellatives. Most of them are only ascriptive terms with very lim-
ited circulation. A group of them insists on the Turkish character of
the Bulgarian Muslims, calling them “Pomak Turks,” “Rhodope
Turks,” “Kuman Turks,” or simply subsuming them under the title
of “ethnic Turks” who had ostensibly forgotten their mother tongue
and adopted Bulgarian after 1912.46 Despite the somewhat histrionic
attention this propaganda and the explosive issue of the “Turkifica-
tion” of the Bulgarian Muslims have received in the Bulgarian press,
success has been relatively limited and geographically confined to
the region of the Southwestern Rhodopes. There is one new element
in the cultural self-identification of the Bulgarian Muslims which,
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despite its very restricted influence, merits attention. It asserts that
the Pomaks are in fact descendants of the first Muslims in the Bal-
kans, who arrived on the peninsula shortly after the birth of Islam
and gradually adopted the language and customs of their Bulgarian
neighbors. This theory of an alleged “Arabic” origin of the Bulgarian
Muslims comes directly from Muslim missionaries sent from Saudi
Arabia, Libya, and Pakistan.47 It is exclusively with their financial
support that the Qur’an has been published in Bulgarian in new
editions and is circulating in enormous numbers.48

Lastly and most recently, there has been a political attempt to
emancipate the designation “Pomak” from its derogatory connota-
tions and declare the existence of a Pomak ethnic minority. In April
1993 a new party was registered, the Democratic Labor Party, which
was founded at the end of 1992.49 Its leader, a political entrepreneur
by the name of Kamen Burov, is the mayor of the village Zhîltusha
in the Eastern Rhodopes, himself of Bulgarian Muslim descent.50

Despite Burov’s expectations of support from the majority of the
Pomaks, the status of the party is still unclear. However, it has re-
ceived considerable attention from the press, not least because of the
specter of (real or perceived) American involvement.

Burov was sent to the United States to attend a seminar on
ethnic diversity. It is there that he was apparently converted to the
idea of a Pomak ethnic minority and, according to him, received the
assurances of American and UN administrators to help him with the
recognition of such a minority, something considered to be an im-
portant step in the democratization of the country:51

People in the United States were surprised when all of us intro-
duced ourselves as Bulgarians. They openly asked us how Bul-
garia has managed to create a country of only Bulgarians. I
introduced myself as a Bulgarian citizen of Muslim descent. The
Americans were interested in how our origins differ from those
of the Turks, and the question of the Pomaks arose. In America
nobody is irritated at somebody else’s self-identification. The Bul-
garian parliament should not tell me who I am. I have a soul, and
it cannot be obliterated. I feel a Pomak, and nobody can frown on
me for my ethnic self-identity.52

Upon his return to Bulgaria, Burov founded his party and im-
mediately sought American backing:
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As a leader of the Democratic Labor Party, I have already sought
the official support of the American Secretary of State, Warren
Christopher, and the American Ambassador to Bulgaria, Hugh
Kennet Hill, to insist that the category “Pomak” be included in
the next census. . . . The West does not like to be deceived. It
wants a clear message: in Bulgaria there are Turks, Bulgarians,
Pomaks, gypsies, Jews, Armenians.53

The coverage of this event would have been much more modest were
it not for the general, often close to paranoic, concern with outside
pressure, coupled with the somewhat clumsy manner in which
American diplomats in Bulgaria have been trying to pontificate
about democracy in general and ethnic relations in particular.

Burov himself based the need for a separate party on the prem-
ise that the Pomaks were a separate ethnic group.54 He actually pro-
posed his own definition of ethnicity: “This population has its
customs, culture, and folklore, which means that it is an independent
ethnic group.” When asked about the language, he conceded that the
Pomaks spoke Bulgarian but that this did not hamper their recogni-
tion as a Pomak ethnic group.

Opposing interpretations of what defines an ethnic group lie at
the basis of different approaches to the Pomak problem by different
political actors. Practically all Bulgarian parties stress “objective”
characterstics. In this the approach is not different from Burov’s,
except the logical conclusion is that a separate Pomak ethnic group
cannot exist because ethnically these people are part and parcel of
the Bulgarian ethnic community. Often a decision of the Constitu-
tional Court in 1992 is cited:

The categories race, nationality, ethnic belonging, gender, and ori-
gin are determined from the time of birth and cannot be acquired
or changed in the process of the social realization of the citizen
in society.55

Against this treatment, the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (the
so-called Turkish party) advocates an essentially voluntaristic ap-
proach, putting an exclusive theoretical premise on self-determina-
tion:

Most certainly the ethnic problem can be the object of scholarly
research, but to look for a direct link between ethnic conscious-
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ness and ethnic origins is an ethnobiological treatment of the
question. . . . Let everyone be considered as they feel them-
selves.56

At the same time, in a slip, the same leader of the Movement for
Rights and Freedoms who made the above statement responded to
a question concerning the rejection of the historically formed status
of the Bulgarian Muslims and the adoption of an ethnic Turkish
consciousness in the following way:

We do not care about the genetic origins of people. Let this be the
domain of historians and other scholars. We approach this ques-
tion politically.57

In short, the Pomak population in the current period has been
struggling with the definition of its own cultural identity, while at
the same time political entrepreneurs like Burov have attempted to
infuse Pomak cultural identity with political relevance. Burov has
been less than successful, not only because Pomak cultural identity
is so fluid and contested, but also because past efforts to politicize
Pomak identity met with resistance and were never institutional-
ized. In the following section, I discuss the motivations for and the
implications of these efforts to “Christianize,” “Bulgarianize,”
“Turkicize,” “Arabize,” and “Pomakify” this complex cultural
group.

INTERESTS AND IDENTITY

In December 1992, seven years after the last national census of
1985, which did not supply data on the ethnic composition of the
population, a new census was conducted. This census reestablished
criteria which it was hoped would provide relatively reliable infor-
mation about the ethnic breakdown of the Bulgarian population.
Three measures were used to denote ethnodemographic charac-
teristics: ethnicity, mother tongue, and religion.58 The results in the
first category showed 7,272,000 (85.8 percent) declaring Bulgarian
ethnicity, 822,000 (9.7 percent) claiming Turkish ethnicity, 288,000
(3.4 percent) describing themselves as gypsies, and 91,000 (1.1 per-
cent) comprising all other ethnic groups. The second criterion pro-
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vided the following results: 7,311,000 (86.3 percent) speakers of Bul-
garian; 829,000 (9.8 percent) speakers of Turkish; 257,000 (3.0 per-
cent) speakers of gypsy (sic! in the census). The third criterion
showed 7,373,000 (87.0 percent) as Christian (7,303,000 Orthodox,
51,000 Catholics, and 19,000 Protestants) and 1,078,000 (12.7 percent)
as Muslim (1,002,000 Sunni and 76,000 Shi’a).59

The accuracy of these results was contested by a number of
specialists on the grounds (among others) of having prompted con-
siderable numbers of Pomaks to declare themselves Turks (and some
even Arabs) by failing to provide a separate category for the Bulgar-
ian Muslims.60 It was also clear that a considerable number of Mus-
lim gypsies had declared themselves Turks, according to both
ethnicity and mother tongue.61

All together about 143,000 Muslims declared themselves part
of the Bulgarian ethnic group. It is difficult to establish the number
of Pomaks among the group with Turkish self-identification, but
preliminary research conducted in June 1992 showed that about
18–20 percent of the Bulgarian Muslims in the Southwestern Rho-
dopes preferred Turkish identity.62 It is impossible to come up with
reliable aggregate figures about the numbers of persons of Pomak
origin who have identified themselves completely as either Turks or
Bulgarians according to all three criteria, but in unofficial sources the
total number of Pomaks is reckoned to be around 250,000.63

The census thus serves as a way to channel the formation of
identity. By polarizing responses as it does, respondents are forced
to choose between a given set of criteria which ignore or deny other
criteria to which they might respond. Already at the time of the
census-taking, but especially following the publication of the census
results, one particular issue inflamed public opinion and served as
a rallying point for opposing opinions. It concerned the ethnic self-
determination of the population in some of the ethnically mixed
municipalities in southwestern Bulgaria, and more concretely the
results coming out of two of them: Gotse Delchev and Yakoruda.
Details of the latter case virtually flooded the daily press and exac-
erbated political passions to the extent that a parliamentary commis-
sion was set up to investigate the alleged accusations of
manipulation and pressure on the population and to establish
whether there had been violations of the principle of voluntary self-
determination.
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Of the total population of the Yakoruda municipality of 12,000
(all together 7 villages), only about 2,500 declared themselves to be
Bulgarians, a symmetrical reversal of the results of two decades ago,
when Muslims constituted about the same minority.64 The rest de-
clared themselves to be ethnic Turks. In this particular municipality
the Muslims are Pomaks who have no practical knowledge of Turk-
ish; therefore, their self-identification as Turks gave rise to bitter
accusations of Turkification. For the same reason, the question of the
optional study of Turkish in schools, which kindled a flaming dis-
cussion all over the country, was especially bitter in this region. Of
the 1,721 students in the municipality, 1,174 were entered as Turks.
As a reaction to that, many Bulgarian parents recorded their children
under the age of 16 as Americans, Japanese, Germans, and even
Eskimos, arguing that their children were parts of these ethnic
groups as much as their Muslim counterparts were Turks.65 The
“Japanese” and the “Eskimos” in particular indicated Chinese as
their mother tongue. This 400-strong “Chinese”-speaking group
pointed out that it would look for the defense of its human rights in
the Chinese embassy in Sofia.66

That the Pomaks’ Muslim identity is rendered politically invis-
ible by the language-based institutions of modern Bulgaria does not
preclude the potential for other forces to politicize Pomak cultural
identity. Cultural conflict reached a high degree of intensity by the
middle of 1992, when local imams refused to bury the deceased who
had not changed their names back to Muslim ones after 1989.67 At
the same time, this region was the object of active attention on the
part of emissaries of the World Islamic League. A number of mosques
have been built in the region with the financial support of the
league.68 The theory of the Turkish ethnic origins of the Pomaks, who
had allegedly forgotten their language under the stressful events of
1912, has gained ground precisely in this region. This theory is es-
poused by the Movement of Rights and Freedoms, whose repre-
sentatives are at present leaders of the municipality.69 It has to be
kept in mind that these are the regions where the forceful change of
names in the 1970s campaign was particularly gruesome, where the
Rodina movement of the 1940s had no success, and where followers
of the reconstituted, extremely nationalist Internal Macedonian
Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) are especially active.70
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The parliamentary commission finished its report at the end of
January 1993. It was signed by four of the five deputies of the com-
mission, members of the feuding Bulgarian Socialist Party, and the
Union of Democratic Forces—one of their rare moments of consen-
sus. The only deputy who did not sign was a member of the Move-
ment for Rights and Freedoms. The commission stated that the
principle of voluntariness had apparently not been violated and that
there were no cases of direct physical violence (section 7).71 Still it
concluded the following:

With the active participation of representatives of the local
authorities and administration, a turkification of the Bulgarian
Muslims is taking place. At the same time, the Bulgarian Chris-
tians are the objects of pressure and are feeling insecure (section
13).72

The report was discussed in parliament in May 1993 and a declara-
tion was sent over to the Legislative Commission.73 Finally, after
another round of heated exchanges, on 17 September 1993 a parlia-
mentary majority voted to annul the census results on ethnic criteria
for the two municipalities.74

Although the issue of the Turkification of the Bulgarian Mus-
lims is undoubtedly exaggerated, there obviously is in place a proc-
ess attracting members of the Pomak community in particular
geographic areas to the Turkish ethnic group in order to bolster the
political power of this ethnic minority. The mechanism of this attrac-
tion is complicated: it involves economic, social, political, cultural,
and psychological issues which I analyze below.

Parallel to the national census, the National Statistical Institute
ran a research program to establish the number of unemployed in
the country at the time of the census (4 December 1992).75 Although
the data on unemployment are not ethnically specific, there is no
question that the economic crisis accompanying the social and eco-
nomic transformation after 1989 has severely hit areas of high Mus-
lim concentration. In general, the economic reform has resulted in
higher unemployment rates in the agricultural sector (18.0 percent,
compared to 13 percent in the cities).76 The rural population is dis-
proportionately exposed to a higher risk of unemployment resulting
from both problems accompanying the reorganization of agriculture
and the fact that some villagers are completely devoid of a means of
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livelihood. (The latter include former tobacco growers and workers
in small industrial enterprises located in villages.) A considerable
part of the rural population was employed in nearby towns (daily
labor migration) and has been left unemployed following cuts in the
urban industrial sector (especially the mining industry).77 The laws
voted by parliament about the restitution of land to former owners,
although not yet implemented on a large scale, will leave consider-
able portions of the Muslim population in the plains practically land-
less. This is not the case in the mountain areas, but there it is the
collapse of the tobacco industry, especially in southwestern Bulgaria
and the Central Rhodopes, which has affected Bulgarian Muslims
and Turks disproportionately since this hard and time-consuming
occupation was almost entirely in their hands.78 Likewise, the min-
ing industry in the far southeast, with a heavy concentration of Turks
and Bulgarian Muslims, is in total disarray. Finally, there was a spe-
cial state policy of economic incentives—the so-called “border bene-
fits”—which were poured into the border regions of the Rhodopes
and thanks to which “the border population attained a standard of
living during the years of totalitarian rule which by far surpassed
the traditional standards of the region.”79

The great demographic shifts accompanying the industrial
revolution in Bulgaria after World War II, and particularly the drastic
urbanization, left the Muslim population behind. The figures from
the last census of 1993 show a mere 17 percent of members of the
Turkish ethnic group living in cities.80 Although there are no compa-
rable data for the Bulgarian Muslims (since they were not identified
as a separate group), it can be safely maintained that the share of
urban dwellers among them is statistically insignificant.

Taking into account the reasons for unemployment, the Na-
tional Statistical Institute has differentiated between two groups of
unemployed: those who were previously employed (about 75 per-
cent) and those who had never before entered the workforce (about
25 percent; these are school and college graduates and released mili-
tary recruits). Further, municipalities have been divided into three
groups, according to the nature of unemployment. The two districts
with the highest percentage of unemployed who had been laid off
were Blagoevgrad (63.7 percent) and Smolyan (66.1 percent)—well
over the national average of about 50 percent.81 These are the two
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districts where the Bulgarian Muslims almost exclusively reside.
Within these districts the figure rises to 85 percent for some localities.

If one uses the aggregate data for both types of unemployed
(laid off and having never worked), several municipalities (all in the
Blagoevgrad and Smolyan districts) come out as hard hit economi-
cally, with an unemployment rate of over 90.0 percent: Borino (96.4
percent), Gîrmen (95.4 percent), Satovcha (95.1 percent), Dospat (95.0
percent), Bregovo (94.2 percent), Strumyani (94.2 percent),
Khadzhidimovo (94.2 percent), Razlog (94.0 percent), Yakoruda (93.7
percent), Sandanski (92.1 percent), Gotse Delchev (91.9 percent),
Kirkovo (91.9 percent), Devin (91.7 percent), Kresna (91.0 percent),
and Nedelino (90.3 percent).82

It should come as no surprise that it is precisely in these ethni-
cally mixed regions that tensions have become exacerbated and that
different types of politicized ethnic and religious propaganda have
had the greatest success. In Yakoruda unemployment has reached
nearly 94 percent. Sabriye Sapundzhieva, the former director of the
youth center and one of the 140 college graduates in this municipal-
ity of 12,000, summarizes as follows:

The problem does not consist in whether we are going to have
Bulgarian family names or not, but in the fact that the municipal-
ity is in a total economic and managerial impasse. Here a host of
incompetent people were removed from power by another host
of incompetent people. . . . And in order to divert attention from
their own ineptitude, they constantly invent ethnic conflicts and
religious wars. It sounds as if here everyone goes around with an
axe, a rifle, or a knife. If our municipality were flourishing and
each of us was getting a salary of 5,000 to 6,000 levs, if the enter-
prises were not deliberately ruined, if our forests were not ex-
ported to Greece and to Turkey for pennies—would anyone have
made an international problem out of Yakoruda? It seems that
only the United Nations, the Security Council, and NATO have
not dealt with us.83

The municipality of Dzhebel in the district of Kîrdzhali (another
heavily affected district in southeast Bulgaria) has responded to the
severe economic pressure by mass emigration. About two-thirds of
its population (almost exclusively ethnic Turks) have left for Turkey
since 1989.84 Emigration to Turkey is also the response of some Bul-
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garian Muslims. Their exact numbers cannot be established because
the ones among them who emigrate officially are claiming ethnic
Turkish identity so that they could fall within the provisions of the
emigration convention with Turkey. Still others attempt to cross the
border illegally, facing the risk of extradition.85 While the Bulgarian
press of all political colorings unanimously accuses the Movement
for Rights and Freedoms of an intentional and forcible campaign to
Turkicize the Bulgarian Muslims, it cannot conceal the fact that the
movement bases its appeal on the economic argument. The move-
ment has clearly set its priorities. Its leader, Ahmed Dogan, states,
“Our party is faced with a fundamental problem which is social in
principle: unemployment.”86 Its emissaries assure the population
that Turkey as their fatherland will look out for them and will save
them from the economic crisis.87 It is quite symptomatic that eco-
nomic emigration to Turkey was practiced by the Bulgarian Muslims
before the war also. According to a poll taken by local Christians in
1934 and kept in police archives, Pomaks were being driven out of
the country by the utmost misery of their situation. This was the
primary reason for their Turkification and their alienation from Bul-
garia.88

It is not coincidental that one of the primary motives for the
creation of the Pomak party (the Democratic Labor Party) is articu-
lated in terms of economic needs: “to defend the people from these
regions from unemployment and to assist private businessmen.”89

“These regions” are the mountainous and semimountainous areas.
In fact, the party’s leader, Kamen Burov specifically emphasized the
primarily social and economic rather than ethnic aspect of his party,
despite his insistence on the recognition of a Pomak ethnic minority
to bolster its (and his) political power. Asked how he would handle
the active presence and aspirations of the Movement of Rights and
Freedoms in these same mountain areas, Burov responded in an
undisguised discourse of interests:

We do not make claims against any political power, and we con-
sider it natural that there should be political struggle. If the MRF
manages to improve the life of our people, it might be able to win
them over. Whoever helps the population in the mountainous and
semimountainous regions economically will hold the winning
card because people will know who has provided for them.90
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Here interests have been articulated not simply through eco-
nomic concerns. As already mentioned above, members of the Bul-
garian Muslim community who react against the subordinated
status of their group in the existing ethnic/religious hierarchies and
who strive to achieve a genuine social recategorization consider that
the only way to attain this goal is by a complete merger with one of
the opposing groups which lay claims on them while looking down
on them: Turks and Bulgarians.

In a revealing interview, Father Sarîev recalls his days as a stu-
dent in the police academy and his subsequent service in the Minis-
try of the Interior before he was fired as politically unreliable in 1987:

At school, in the academy, and especially at work my fellow
workers would set me apart; they would put me down simply
because I was . . . a Pomak. Circumcised! I was haunted by a mor-
bid feeling; I was accumulating dissatisfaction. . . . What I was
bearing before as anguish was channeled into an idea, and the
idea urged me to action. . . . By language, by origins and mental-
ity, by customs, we are Bulgarians. It is unnatural to feel like for-
eigners in our own fatherland. Only Christianity will return us to
the Bulgarian roots.91

Others are even more outspoken about their motives. According to
a Bulgarian Muslim veterinarian, “We are ready to convert to Chris-
tianity on the condition that we are not going to be treated as sec-
ond-class Christians, just as we were treated as second-class
Bulgarians.”92

Similar motives apply to some of those who look to the Muslim
sphere as an acceptable assimilative alternative. Khadzhi Arif Kara-
ibrahimov, at present district müfti for Smolyan, rejects the notion
that there is a process of Turkification:

This is not correct. There is no Turkification; there is attraction. If
a family terrorizes its children but the neighbor embraces them,
it is only natural that they would be attracted to him. If our coun-
try, which all Muslims consider their fatherland, treated everyone
equally as a fair mother, believe me, I would strongly contend
that nobody would look at the neighbor.93

Likewise, the mayor of Gotse Delchev, Khenrikh Mikhailov, com-
ments on the ambiguous position of the Bulgarian Muslims:
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This population occupies an intermediate position between the
Bulgarians and the Turks. Neither fish nor meat. And now it pre-
fers to join the Turks because the Bulgarians devastated it, they
battered it, didn’t give it a chance to exist.94

These same motives have given some acceptance to the message of
the Arab missionaries mentioned above. Laughable as it may seem,
their arguments have received some attention for at least two rea-
sons. First, they confer to the exponents of this belief a proper iden-
tity in the face of both Bulgarians and Turks, who look down upon
them even when they try to blend into their communities; second,
they furnish them with “their own” cultural and political protectors
from the Muslim world.95

This last element—a strong outside protector—is a very impor-
tant component, present in practically all efforts to articulate a col-
lective cultural or political identity. The Bulgarian Muslims who
wish to enter the Turkish ethnic group look to Turkey for economic
and social salvation; Burov’s Pomak party very definitely wants to
enlist American patronage; even Sarîev’s endeavor to bring the Po-
maks back to their “Bulgarian roots” looks to the Vatican for support.
Although his religious movement converts Bulgarian Muslims to
Orthodoxy, it recognizes the supremacy of the Pope, not the Bulgar-
ian Patriarch. The reason, according to Sarîev, is that this is the only
way to alert foreign public opinion about the problems of the Bul-
garian Muslims, which, over the course of a century, no one in Bul-
garia has either managed or really wished to solve. The authority of
the Vatican would stand as a strong guarantee that this process of
grassroots conversion to Christianity would remain irreversible.96

The involvement of the foreign policy factor serves as an espe-
cially aggravating influence on the ethnic question. As a small and
weak country which reappeared on the European scene only during
the past century, Bulgaria has always felt extremely vulnerable to
outside pressures. Particularly strong has been the “by-now stereo-
typed sense of threat from Turkey from the outside, and that of the
Islamic minorities on the inside.”97 This is exacerbated at present by
a multitude of additional causes: first and foremost, the collapse of
the Warsaw Pact as a guarantee for Bulgarian security and attempts
by the country to find its place in the European security system free
from the status of a Soviet/Russian client state; an increased tendency
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to marginalize Southeastern Europe within the European framework
following a double standard approach to East Central Europe and the
Balkans; the simultaneous increased armament of Greece and Turkey
after 1989 in the face of a total collapse of the Bulgarian military
industry and military potential; the central role Turkey has set itself
to play in the Muslim republics of the former Soviet Union and its
ambitions as protector of Muslim minorities in the Balkans (even more
aggravating in this respect is the obvious backing Turkey is receiving
from the United States and the perception that it is one of the favored
client states of the only global superpower); the chaos in the former
Yugoslavia and the very conflictual and controversial messages that
the international community is sending.98

Some publications display close to paranoic overtones:

The loss of these 200,000 Bulgarians [i.e., Pomaks] is not only yet
another amputation on the body of the nation—a body already
drained of its blood—but is also turning the Rhodopes, where
they predominantly live, into a true Turkish fortress. This creates
favorable conditions for the emergence of a new Cyprus and for
Turkey’s securing a bridgehead for an advance into Europe
and . . . into the Mohammedan regions of the disintegrating Yu-
goslavia: into the Sandzhak, Kosovo, Bosnia, and Herzegovina.99

The publication of a map with the geographic distribution of ethnic
Turks in Bulgaria in a 1990 issue of the International Herald Tribune
had room for apocalyptic comments. The map showed the whole
Black Sea coast as a region inhabited by ethnic Turks, and it was
seen as proof that “the ethno-religious problems will be linked to
territorial and separatist claims.”100 Leaving aside the debate on
whether the threat to Bulgarian security is a real or perceived one,
it is at least possible to argue that “to a certain extent, the removal
of that feeling of threat lies beyond the competence of the Bulgarian
state.”101 Indeed, as Henry Kissinger well realizes, the global ap-
proach to security issues gives ample ground for anxiety:

The Partnership for Peace runs the risk of creating two sets of
borders in Europe—those that are protected by security guaran-
tees, and others where such guarantees have been refused—a
state of affairs bound to prove tempting to potential aggressors
and demoralizing to potential victims.102
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This feeling of threat is further aggravated by the uncertainty
of what constitutes a national minority by international standards
and what would be the precise implications of its legal recognition.103

Among a variety of different and controversial opinions, the main
difficulty in reaching a common interpretation seems to lie in the
opposing approach to minority rights as collective or as individual.
The fears expressed by the Bulgarian side about the recognition of
national minorities are based on the danger of secessionism. Far-
fetched as these fears might seem at first sight, the ambiguous and
controversial approach of the international organizations to the
questions of self-determination versus territorial integrity in general
(and in the Yugoslav case in particular) compounds these con-
cerns.104 Even the developments in the former Yugoslavia of creating
a federation in Bosnia between Croats and Muslims set precedents
which are elsewhere observed with apprehension.105

The issue is conceptually unclear also among exponents of the
idea of increased rights for ethnic minorities. While some members
of the Movement for Rights and Freedoms request the recognition of
national minorities as the only guarantee for their survival the leader
of the party, Dogan, warned that Europe was delaying the decision
on the issue of ethnic minorities because of its explosiveness.106 At a
municipal conference, he offered an award of 1,000 levs to any of the
deputies who would define the preconditions for a national minor-
ity.107

It is naive to attribute the denial of minority existence to a typi-
cally Balkan syndrome. Rather, given the extremely complex demo-
graphic and geopolitical picture of the region, it would be utopian to
expect that Bulgaria, the other Balkan states, and for that matter all
other East European countries would support the recognition of na-
tional minorities before international criteria were agreed upon.

CONCLUSIONS

To summarize, in dealing with the intermediate position of the
Bulgarian Muslims in the framework of the history and institutions
of the Bulgarian nation-state, and especially with an eye to the proc-
ess of formation and political transformation of their group identi-
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ties, it is imperative to recall both the historical legacy of the Otto-
man Empire with its millet system and the mechanisms of ethnic/na-
tion formation in the Balkans and specifically in Bulgaria, with its
linguistic and religious centrality. This process effectively excluded
members of the majority of different confessional and linguistic
groups from the process of national integration (except in the cases
of assimilation). For a long time after independence, the Muslim
community was consistently dealt with in millet terms. With the
gradual exception of the Turks, the Balkan Muslims did not adapt to
the national mode and retained a fluid cultural consciousness which
for a longer time displayed the characteristics of a millet mentality.
While the Turks were the first to shed the millet identity within the
Muslim sphere, they did so to a great extent influenced by the de-
velopment of Turkish nationalism in neighboring Turkey.

The Pomaks, for their part, persevered in their refusal to con-
form to a definite type of ethnic/national or politicized identity.
Indeed they have in general refused numerous attempts on the part
of political entrepreneurs—both those in pursuit of national integra-
tion and those in pursuit of political separatism—to politicize their
cultural identity. It must be noted that throughout this century the
several drastic attempts to forcefully and sometimes violently as-
similate them into the Bulgarian community have been effective.
There were no Pomak separatist movements and little effort until
recently to obtain group rights in the political arena. It is important
to emphasize, however, that as a group, the Bulgarian Muslims re-
mained almost completely politically, socially, and economically iso-
lated. Only during the Communist period were some efforts initiated
for the economic development of the regions in which they lived, but
they remained sporadic, inconsistent, and insufficient. Communist
institutions in the centralized Bulgarian state attempted to integrate
them into the national community but suppressed any impulse to
politicize their cultural identity.

After 1989 the areas inhabited by the Bulgarian Muslims have
been the ones most severely hit by the economic crisis, with all the
ensuing repercussions on social, ethnic, and political actions and
mobilization. Among the many variables described or mentioned in
this chapter, the economy has played a crucial role in contributing
to the politicization of their cultural identity. The end of the central-
ized economy and the liberalization of economic efforts have re-
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sulted in a further marginalization of the Pomaks’ territories. There
political mobilizers attempt to exploit economic grievances in an
effort to transform cultural cohesiveness into political identity.
Economists and policymakers are well aware of this effort, and a
variety of views has been advanced to handle the problem and thus
weaken those political mobilization efforts.108 Yet even if some eco-
nomic improvement is achieved (and this is unlikely), other factors
are at work in transforming Pomak cultural identity into political
identity and thus increasing politicized cultural tensions in Bulgaria.

Indeed it is true that “at all times, and not only at moments of
economic crisis, collective political actors emerge who may help to
determine political outcomes.”109 Political parties and other groups
exert strong pressure on the Pomak population to make its cultural
identity politically relevant. Their success in acquiring loyalties and
in shaping identities obviously depends on how far they are able to
meet a variety of group interests, not only economic ones. In their
intricate maneuvering between what they wish to offer and what
they are able to deliver, they are caught up in a complex game within
the state political sphere, which imposes limitations on them.
Among these factors, international constraints and incentives are of
prime importance. As already indicated, the precarious geopolitical
situation of the country, the new interpretations of national security
which include the economy, and the explosive issue of ethnic minori-
ties in the new international context further compound the struggle
between political groups amd the search for efficient solutions to
their economic and political problems.

The issue of a political identity in the pursuit of group interests
is a defining feature in the development of the Bulgarian Muslim
population. As one researcher has put it, they are “well aware of their
group distinction and are now looking for ways to explain it.”110 This
statement, however, needs some elaboration. Despite the fact that the
Pomaks are usually seen and described as a compact entity by the
out groups, their presumed uniformity is far from real. Precisely
because they were not fully caught in the homogenizing efforts of
the nation-state, regionalism among them is even more pronounced
than among other groups. Therefore, their response to the challenges
of the new economic and political climate after 1989 takes the form
of a variety of group identities, rather than of a single one. Nonethe-
less, although there still is a part of the Pomak community which
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displays characteristics of cultural and political identity diffusion
(uncertainty as to who they are), we are witnessing in the current
period that the majority is increasingly adopting cultural identity
foreclosure (commitment to one cultural identity at the expense of
all others).111 What this means is that given international pressures,
Pomaks are being forced to identify along the lines of the divide
between Bulgarians and Turks. Economic factors, geopolitical pres-
sures, international definitions of group vs. individual rights, and
political institutions that define who can be represented in the po-
litical arena will determine the success of attempts to create a distinct
politicized group self-identity among the Pomaks.
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