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Muslim Minorities in Bulgaria
Historical background

Historians usually associate the entry of Islam in the terri-
tory of Bulgaria and the subsequent emergence of Turkish
and other Muslim minorities with the conquest of Bulgaria
by the Ottoman Empire in the 14™ century, when the coun-
try was incorporated into the Empire. There is no doubt,
however, that the much-disputed roots of the ethnic and
religious mosaic of present day Bulgaria are older than
that. We have to emphasise the fact that, in the Balkans,
history is not so much a science as a constructive element
in the process of nation formation and an essential struc-
ture of national consciousness. Various scholary theories
are often embedded into specific national doctrines and we
should not be surprised at the radical discrepancies in eve-
ry historical explanation of the same events or processes.

The different periods in Bulgarian historical science are
dominated by two extremely contradictory theories about
the Ottoman invasion and the origin of the Turkish popula-
tion in Bulgaria (Zheliazkova: 1997, 14). The contradictory
policies of the Bulgarian state with respect to the Turkish
and the other Muslim minorities in the different historical
periods were based on these major theories.

According to the first theory, the cruel genocide of
Bulgarians after the Ottoman invasion was followed by
intensive colonisation of the population in Anatolia (Asia
Minor). This population was linked to the Ottoman mili-



tary invasion and was an important element in the coloni-
sation policy of the invaders. After invading the Bulgarian
lands, the Ottoman administration, military garrisons and
the official religious authorities moved into the conquered
towns. This military and administrative invasion, which
is typical of any territorial conquest, was combined with
other forms of migration within the Empire. ‘Free” Turk-
ish and other related rural nationalities from Asia Minor,
nomadic shepherd tribes (Yiiriiks), dervishes spreading
various religious cults, and others, all headed for the new
territories. In the course of time this migration became the
basis for the establishment of the Turkish population of the
Empire, whose descendants now form the contemporary
Turkish minority in Bulgaria.

The second theory completely rejects any large-scale
colonisation of the population of Anatolia. The Turkish
community in Bulgaria is considered to be a result of
large-scale forced conversions to Islam of the local popu-
lation, forced intermarriages (kidnapping of maidens for
the Turkish harems), or voluntary conversion to Islam of
parts of the Bulgarian population due to economic or ad-
ministrative benefits. Gradually, the large-scale conversion
to Islam (be it forced or voluntary) caused people to forget
their Bulgarian language and Bulgarian ethnic identity.
Thus, a new Turkish community was formed which stood
apart from the ‘real” Turkish nation and had little in com-
mon with it (Zheliazkova: 1997, 14).

These two basic theories and their variants include
some more specific issues, such as the origin of the rela-
tively less numerous community of Alevis (often called
Kizilbash in Bulgaria), who are a modification of Shiite
Muslims. The popular belief is that the majority of their
forefathers migrated (or were forced to migrate) from Iran
and Asia Minor between the 15" and 17 centuries. One

tradition associates the Kizilbash with various Sufi broth-
erhoods, among which the most important is the Bektashi
order. Due to their close relation with the Janissary corps,
the Sunni Muslim state tolerated the Bektashis until 1826,
when Sultan Mahmud II dismissed the Janissary corps
(Eminov: 1997, 72-74).

At the time of the Ottoman Empire, people from other
nations that were part of the Empire also came to the Bal-
kans. Gradually, they lost their identity and merged with
the Turkish community, leaving no significant traces of
their presence. The histories of the Gypsies and Tartars are
rather different and we will discuss them later.! We will
also talk about the Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks)...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-
litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.

Muslims in the new Bulgarian state (1878-1944)

The Turkish minority in Bulgaria emerged gradually as an
isolated community after the war between Russia and Tur-
key in 1877-1878 and the end of Ottoman rule in Bulgarian
territory. The Turks, who only shortly before the end of
the war had been dominant in the state and political life of
the Ottoman Empire, remained within ‘another”, “foreign’
state, surrounded by a population with a new social status,
separate from the development of the mother-state, where
the process of new national consolidation had begun with
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment
of the new state of Turkey.

After the end of Ottoman rule in Bulgarian territory,
the new Bulgarian state was obliged by international trea-



ties (in particular the decisions of the Berlin Congress) to
recognise and respect the major civil and political rights of
the Turkish and other Muslim minorities. The free Bulgar-
ian state voted for the Constitution of Turnovo, which de-
clared that “voters are all Bulgarian citizens of 21 or more
years of age in full possession of their civil and political
rights” (Article 86). Since then, Turks have been members
of all the Bulgarian parliaments. The religious Muslim
courts continued to exist, the state treasury supported the
12 Muslim muftis and funded the religious and cultural
activities of Muslims. In 1885 a law was passed giving Bul-
garian Turks autonomy in education, which allowed them
to preserve their own schools in which the language of in-
struction was Turkish. In the beginning of the 20th century
there were more than 1,300 such schools in Bulgaria.

Immediately after the liberation of Bulgaria and the
establishment of an independent Bulgarian state, the Ot-
toman Empire and Bulgaria signed several treaties whose
purpose was to guarantee the rights of their respective
Bulgarian and Turkish populations in the territories of
each country. Turks who remained in Bulgaria retained
their lands and properties. The situation was more com-
plicated for the Turkish population who had left Bulgaria
together with the withdrawing Turkish army during the
war between Turkey and Russia. Although according to
the Berlin Congress they were to retain ownership of their
properties, in reality this problem was very difficult and
slow to resolve.

Some Turks and Pomaks who did not want to or were
unable to adapt to the new reality, emigrated from Bul-
garia. The number of emigrants in the period from 1878
to 1912 was estimated to be about 350,000. The Pomak
population of the Rhodope Mountains, in the Tumrush
region, did not accept the existing new political realities.

Despite the decisions of the Berlin Congress of 1878, they
did not allow the administrative body of Eastern Rumelia
to control them. The so called ‘Pomak republic’ did not
receive legal recognition, but it remained in existence until
the unification of the Principality of Bulgaria and Eastern
Rumelia in 1885 when the Tumrush region became part of
Turkey due to the new agreements between Bulgaria and
Turkey.

During the Balkan wars (1912-1913) there was a new
flood of Turkish emigrants from Bulgaria. This time they
were not leaving the old Bulgarian lands but the former
territories of the Ottoman Empire, which had become part
of Bulgaria. During the wars the situation of the Bulgar-
ian Muslims (Pomaks) in the Rhodope Mountains became
critical. Towards the end of 1912, almost simultaneously
with the beginning of the Balkan wars and the advance of
the Bulgarian armies in the Rhodope Mountains, the Bul-
garian authorities undertook a massive conversion of the
Pomaks. This conversion is known as Pokrustvane (which
carries the meaning of both “christianisation” and “baptism’
), a term which has henceforth remained in popular usage,
since adopting the new Christian religion was accom-
panied by the change of Turkish and Arabic names into
‘Christian” (i.e. Bulgarian) names. The conversion affected
some 150,000 people in parts of the western, central and
eastern Rhodopes. It was coordinated by a special state
committee. The initial concept was that voluntary baptism
should be carried out by the Bulgarian Church, but in re-
ality it was accomplished with the active participation of
the local administration, voluntary armed forces and even
army divisions, which led to cruel and bloody pogroms
against Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks) in many villages.
After Bulgaria’s defeat in the Balkan wars and additional
negotiations with Turkey about the situation in Aegean



Thrace (already part of Bulgaria), and due to the influence
of some internal political factors (the upcoming parliamen-
tary elections), the government of Vassil Radoslavov took
the following decision: as of autumn 1913, all Bulgarian
Muslims (Pomaks) were allowed to revert to their Muslim
religion and to restore their former names (which they did
only too quickly, thus demonstrating the falsehood of the
‘voluntary” baptism theory).

As a result of its participation in World War I Bulgaria
suffered another national catastrophe, which ended with
signing of the Neuilly Peace Treaty of 1919. Article 54, Sec-
tion IV of the Treaty stated that:

Bulgarian nationals who belong to racial, religious or
linguistic minorities shall enjoy the same treatment and
security in law and in fact as the other Bulgarian nation-
als. In particular they shall have equal rights to establish,
manage and control at their own expense, charitable,
religious and social institutions, schools and other edu-
cational establishments, with the right to use their own
languages and to exercise their religion freely therein
(Simsir: 1986, 4).

These guarantees in the treaty were incorporated into the
Bulgarian legal system. The Law Concerning the Establish-
ment and Administration of the Mohammedan Religious
Community adopted by the Bulgarian Government in
1919, closely followed the provision of the Neuilly Peace
Treaty, as well as the Ottoman laws governing the status
of non-Muslim millets. It provided the Muslim community
with a substantial degree of “autonomy in religion, educa-
tion and other cultural affairs, as well as authority over all
aspects of family life’ (Eminov: 1997, 49-50).

By force of the Neuilly Peace Treaty, Bulgaria lost some
territories, and initially the Bulgarian state policy was ori-

ented entirely towards overcoming the treaty’s restrictions.
When the government of the Bulgarian Agricultural Peo-
ple’s Union (BAPU), led by Alexander Stamboliiski, came
into power, a twice defeated Bulgaria tried to improve the
situation of the Turks and other Muslims in hope that its
neighbours would respond accordingly in their treatment
of Bulgarian minorities (cf. Moutafchieva: 1995, 24). In sup-
port of this policy, a Muslim religious college was estab-
lished in Shumen at the beginning of the 1920s. A similar
college opened in Sofia (until then such religious education
was only available in Istanbul). Almost all Muslim villages
had at least one mosque, as well as many medreses (Qu-
ranic schools) funded by the Ottoman vakif (pious founda-
tions).

The coup d’état of 1923 influenced the situation of the
Muslims in Bulgaria. After the government of Alexander
Stamboliiski was forced to resign on 9 June 1923, a number
of social gains of the Turks and the other Muslims, which
had been introduced by the Bulgarian Agricultural Peo-
ple’s Union, were abolished. The state budget cancelled
the financial assistance of three million Levs intended to
support Turkish schools, the teachers in these schools were
no longer entitled to pensions, and the schools” autonomy
was restricted. Turkish participation in Bulgarian political
life was reduced, such that the ten Turkish members of
Parliament in 1923, had been reduced to five in 1925 and
only four in 1933 (Stoyanov: 1995, 249).

A new stage in the development of the Turkish minor-
ity in Bulgaria and their relations with the mother-state
was introduced by the victory of Kemal Ataturk in Turkey.
Turkey was proclaimed a republic and many reforms took
place geared towards modernising the country. The re-
forms of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk transformed the remains
of the poly-ethnic Ottoman Empire into the new nation-



state of Turkey. They increased the all-Turkish identity of
the people and replaced the dominant category of ‘Mus-
lim” with the new one, ‘Turk’. The influence of these ideas
in Bulgaria took two directions. On the one hand, those
Turks who did not approve of the reforms in their country
emigrated to Bulgaria, where some Turkish newspapers
were still printed in Arabic script, where Muslim tradi-
tions for the most part remained unchanged, and where
the Njuvvab, the higher Muslim school, remained strictly
religious. On the other hand, the reforms of Ataturk influ-
enced the establishment, development and unification of
the Turkish cultural, educational and sports organisations
in Bulgaria into one union called Turan . With time Turan
acquired and developed pro-Ataturk nationalist orienta-
tion and political activities, including Turkish election lists
(Stoyanov: 1995).

In reaction to these activities, the Bulgarian authorities
increased their pressure on the Turks in order to make
them emigrate or ‘join” the Bulgarian nation, causing Bul-
garia to become more ethnically homogeneous (the most
dearly cherished wish of each Balkan state at any time of
its existence). Some local Bulgarian ‘patriotic organisations’
were especially active, such as the pro-fascist organisation,
Native Defence, which was mostly active in north eastern
Bulgaria and had the tacit support of the authorities. These
organisations intimidated the Turkish population (made
them speak Bulgarian, restricted their religious rights, ex-
ercised psychological pressure, etc.). Of course, this led to
greater aloofness on the part of the Turkish minority and a
growth of intolerance on both sides.

In 1925, under the leadership of Kemal Ataturk, Tur-
key and Bulgaria signed the so-called Ankara Agreement
containing a number of provisions to safeguard the lives
and properties of prospective emigrants (e.g. all emigrants

should have the right to take with them all their movable
property and savings, as well as dispose of all their im-
movable property). There is no precise statistical informa-
tion on population migrations, but, according to research
by some historians, as a result of the agreement about 1.5
million Turks migrated to Turkey from all the Balkan coun-
tries (Moutafchieva: 1995, 26). The major waves of Turkish
migration from Bulgaria were in 1927, 1933 and 1935. They
included not only Turks, but also Bulgarian Muslims (Po-
maks). However, some of them could not adapt to life in
Turkey and later came back to Bulgaria.

After the military coup of 19 May 1934, the situation of
the Turks and other Muslims in Bulgaria grew consider-
ably worse. The number of Turkish schools was reduced,
Turkish periodicals were banned or were drastically
reduced. Political parties and all kinds of organisations
created on an ethnic basis were no longer allowed to exist;
the “Turan’ union ceased to function and its members were
placed under police supervision. Some of the union’s ac-
tivists emigrated to Turkey, others went underground and
established pro-Turkish nationalist and sometimes terror-
ist organisations.

The Turkish response to the Bulgarian coup d’état of
19 May 1934 was a large-scale anti-Bulgarian campaign
in Turkey with calls for military intervention. According
to information released by the Bulgarian police, Turkey
divided Bulgaria into military zones and encouraged
the establishment of illegal formations that would incite
uprisings in case of armed conflict (Stoyanov: 1995, 250).
Pressure from the Bulgarian and the Turkish government
to emigrate increased once again. The tension began to re-
cede in 1936/37, after the two countries had agreed on the
long-term emigration of 10,000 Turks from Bulgaria each
year.



Nevertheless, the Turkish population of Bulgaria was
still subjected to mental and physical violence. The fascist
nationalist groups increased the pressure to force them to
emigrate: they beat people up, burned men’s fez hats and
women'’s shalvar trousers, hung pig tails on mosque doors,
dropped pieces of lard in water wells and other similar ac-
tivities. The acts of uninhibited harassment increased to
such an extent that the authorities were forced to recom-
mend more moderate types of pressure...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-
litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.

The Socialist era (1944-1989)

After the communist takeover on 9 September 1944, the
Turks in Bulgaria became the targets of a carefully elabo-
rated policy carried out by the new regime. Different tools
and means were used to ensure the success of this policy:
decisions of the Communist Party, state and administra-
tive ordinances, manipulations of the structures of the
different social and political organisations (most often
the Fatherland Front, a union of all non-Fascist parties in
Bulgaria, created in 1942, which was later reduced to the
status of a communist totalitarian organisation) and so on.
Another matter is how straightforward this policy was
and, most importantly, how and to what extent it worked
in practice.

In the beginning, in unison with the Soviet model, the
policy was adopted to accept Turks as an ethnic communi-
ty within the Bulgarian nation with equal rights and their
own identity, to involve them actively in the ‘building of
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the new life’, and to improve their economic and ‘“cultural
level’. The idea was to transform the Turks into a model of
a ‘socialist minority” in the Balkans. Furthermore, Bulgaria
was seen as the prospective strategic starting point for
the future socialist revolution in Turkey and the Turkish
minority would have to be trained to become the future
tool of the revolution. This policy was controlled by Soviet
specialists (such as A.D. Novitchev, a member of the Union
Control Committee in Bulgaria and a professor at the Uni-
versity of Leningrad) (Moutafchieva: 1995, 27).

The new concept of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria
was reflected and put into legislation in the so-called
Dimitrov Constitution, adopted by the National Assembly
(Parliament) in 1947. It recognised the existence of minori-
ties in Bulgaria and guaranteed their basic civil rights and
their chances for ethnic and cultural development.

These principles were also applied to the Bulgar-
ian Muslims (Pomaks). The activities of the ‘Motherland’
movement in the Rhodopes were condemned, most of
its leaders and activists were prosecuted by law, and the
Pomaks were allowed to revert to Islam and restore their
former Turkish and Arabic names.

In this initial period many efforts were made towards
increasing the literacy level and the level of education
of the rural Turkish population. Many Turkish schools
(whose number was drastically decreased in the 1930s and
1940s) opened again.

Simultaneous with the aspiration to increase the level
of education of the Bulgarian Turks, the Bulgarian govern-
ment initiated decisive steps to counteract the influence of
religion among the Muslim population. Throughout the
entire Socialist period national and religious freedom for
all citizens of the Republic of Bulgaria was guaranteed on
paper and codified in the Law on Religious Denominations
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adopted by the Great National Assembly in 1949. The fight
against religion as an ‘opium of the people” and a ‘capital-
ist experience’” was led by means of atheistic propaganda
and gradual closing down of religious offices. According
to information from the British Embassy, the practice of
the Islamic religion was discouraged but not actually inter-
tfered with (cf. Hopken: 1994, 187). All Quranic schools and
all private (including Turkish) schools were nationalised
in 1949, and a uniform curriculum was imposed on all of
them. After 1952, the study of religion was banned from
all public schools. The number of Islamic religious leaders
and mosques dropped sharply and Njuvvab, the higher
religious school in Shumen, was secularised.

This type of work among the Turkish population was
defined as ”a responsible and constant task of the Party
committees and organsations, of the popular councils, the
Fatherland Front and the Union of Communist Youth”,
which were asked to work actively “in order to integrate
all the Turks completely into the building of socialism and
to transform them into conscious and fully-fledged build-
ers of socialism”.

These initial measures did not yield any significant
results. Hence, the need to find a parallel option for the
solution of the “Turkish problem’: forced emigration. In the
first post-war years almost no Turks left Bulgaria. How-
ever, 28,250 Turks left Bulgaria in the first nine months of
1950 (Eminov: 1997, 83). In the summer of 1950, the Bulgar-
ian government addressed the Turkish government with
an announcement that another 250,000 Turks wished to
emigrate and had to be received by Turkey by 10 Novem-
ber 1950 (Hopken: 1994, 189; Eminov: 1997, 83). By the end
of 1951, a wave of 155,000 Bulgarian Turks were either ”ex-
pelled” (according to Turkish sources) or were ”allowed to
leave” (according to Bulgarian Communist sources). The
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number would have been far greater had Turkey, unable
to absorb such a large influx of immigrants within such a
short time, not closed its borders. This mass migration was
explained primarily as a political escape, a “running away
from the consequences of the People’s Democracy” which
coincided with the state policy to chase the Turks away
since their acceptance of the communist vision of change
remained unenthusiastic (Hopken: 1994, 189).

By the mid-1950s, border security had been signifi-
cantly intensified the introduction of the Soviet concept
of border zones, which meant the restriction of movement
for villagers and visitors. Many Pomak villages now fell
within these zones and were thus isolated from the rest of
the country. In 1948/49, many Pomaks were forcibly reset-
tled from the region of the Greek border to the country’s
interior in an attempt to make the border more secure.

After a great number of Turks had left Bulgaria in 1950-
1951, the Bulgarian government reverted to its previous
policy of integration. On 19 January 1951, the Political
Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party
took a decision which evaluated the differentiation of the
Turkish-speaking population as an ethnic and cultural
community. On 16 April 1951 the Political Bureau took
another decision for ”special care when working with this
population”.

Based on the above decisions, the major departments
of Sofia University Climent Ohridski (the Departments
of Philosophy and History, and Physics and Mathemat-
ics) opened special Turkish sub-departments (where the
subjects were taught in Turkish). A special Department of
Turkish Philology was opened at the University of Sofia,
and three colleges for Turkish primary school teachers
were established in Kurdjali, Shumen and Blagoevgrad.
The students in these colleges were taught mostly by
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instructors from the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan and
a smaller number of local Turkish instructors who were
communists. In some schools Turkish was a compulsory
subject until the fourth grade. As part of the policy of af-
filiation, ethnic Turks were given preference when ap-
plying for colleges and universities. Thus, more than one
thousand state-supported Turkish-language elementary,
middle and high schools were opened. Local sections of
the Fatherland Front, the Turkish theatre in Kurdjali, local
cultural centres and reading rooms were opened. A Turk-
ish department was established at the Narodna Prosveta
Publishing House, which published works by Turkish au-
thors.

The membership of the emerging Turkish intelligent-
sia in the Communist Party and the Fatherland Front was
greatly encouraged. All efforts were directed towards cre-
ating a Turkish nomenclature as a conductor of socialist
ideas among the Turkish community (and if possible, in
neighbouring Turkey as well). The results of these efforts
were as follows: about 97 percent of all Turkish children
studied in the Turkish language schools, 4,000 Turks were
members of the Communist Party and the Fatherland
Front, and 18,000 Turks were employed in various levels
of state offices (Moutafchieva: 1995, 29).

However, this was yet another short-lived policy. The
new policy on minorities in Bulgaria began with the April
plenary session of the Central Committee of the Bulgarian
Communist Party in 1956. This plenum recommended im-
portant corrections to the previous government policies to-
wards the Turkish population. The new concept, adopted
at the plenary session, explicitly expressed a single opinion:
“The Bulgarian Turks are an indivisible part of the Bulgar-
ian people.” Other related decisions of the supreme Party
bodies were also accepted. On 1 November 1958, as a re-

14

sult of a decision of the Secretariat of the Central Commit-
tee of the Communist Party, the propositions of the Central
Committee of the Communist Party were introduced: “On
Party Work among the Turkish Population”. They laid the
foundations for the fight against “manifestations of nation-
al and religious fanaticism” among Bulgarian Turks, “a
population which until now has incorrectly been labeled
as a “Turkish national minority’”. At the plenary session of
the Central Committee of the Communist Party, the policy
towards the Turkish population was corrected; beginning
from the school year 1958/1959 the schooling of Turkish
youth would be in Bulgarian. The Turkish language would
be studied in the schools as an optional subject.

Between 1959 and 1972, Turkish schools were merged
with Bulgarian schools and Turkish language instruction
was gradually and effectively eliminated.

The special attention of the party and the government
was directed initially at non-Turkish Muslim minorities,
such as Muslim Gypsies, Pomaks and Tartars. On 5 April
1962, the Politburo of the Central Committee of BCP voted
for Decision A 101 “[Approving] of activities against the
tendency of Gypsies, Tartars and Bulgarians of the Mo-
hammedan faith to identify themselves with the Turks...
and to enhance their patriotic education.” In compliance
with the terms of this decision, ”the Party committees and
organsations, the local branches of the Fatherland Front,
the Union of Communist Youth, the Trade Unions and
other organsations, the organs of the ministries and de-
partments, the elected councils and enterprises in localities
with Gypsy, Tartar or Bulgarian Muslim populations, had
to regard the elevation of political consciousness and activ-
ity in the workplace among this segment of the population
as a priority task in their political and ideological work,
as well as to make systematic and strenuous efforts to im-
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prove their culture, in order to gradually overcome their
tendency to identify with the Turkish population, while
also pursuing a tenacious ideological and political strug-
gle against the Turkish chauvinistic religious propaganda,
and pan-Turkish struggles and aspirations.”

An additional provision forced the Ministry of Justice,
together with the Department of Local Councils at the
Council of Ministers, to elaborate an instruction concern-
ing the application of article 16 regarding the regulation
of the registers of civil status. According to this should
be explained to all citizens of non-Bulgarian origin that if
they are fully convinced and have reached a clear personal
decision, they can register themselves and their children as
Bulgarians and change their first, middle and last names,
without a ruling of the People’s Court but simply through
a legal request sent to the respective local councils. The
“application of this instruction must be accompanied by
extensive and systematic persuasion” (Materials of the
Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party).

The process of name changing was far from a matter
of course and was not met with a simple response from
the people directly affected by it, which can be seen in the
official documents from that time. On 12 May 1964, the Po-
litical Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party took a decision on "Work with the Bulgarian Mo-
hammedan population in the district of Blagoevgrad and
certain deviations” (from the ‘correct’ party line), reflecting
some problems which had caused the 1964 unrest in some
Pomak villages where the names had changed in 1962. The
document also mentioned ”the emergence and growth of
nationalistic moods among party activists and the Bulgar-
ian population... .”

Simultaneous to this change of names of the Bulgarian
Muslims, the negotiations about the emigration of parts of
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the Turkish minority in Bulgaria were resumed in 1967-
1968. In 1968, an agreement reopened the Bulgarian-Turk-
ish border to close relatives of people who had left from
1944 to 1951. Also in that year a new migration agreement
was signed concerning the unification of divided families.
The agreement remained in effect from 1968 to 1978. Al-
most 100,000 people applied for Turkish visas and more
than half of them managed to leave Bulgaria.

At the end of the 1960s, the Bulgarian Foreign Minister
Ivan Bashev proposed the development of a comprehen-
sive strategy to deal with the “Turkish problem” in Bulgaria
(Eminov: 1997, 85). In the mid-1970s a special committee
was established within the Central Committee of the
Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP) to study the issue and
make recommendations to the Politbureau. The activities
of the socialist countries in eastern Europe were smoothly
synchronised. For example, they all issued decrees for set-
tlement of Gypsy nomads; in the mid-1970s they all estab-
lished research groups to study and develop strategies on
work with minorities and the solution of their “problems’.
The recommendations were similar, and the respective
materials were translated and secretly exchanged between
the Socialist Bloc countries.

In the 1970s, the names of the Bulgarian Muslims
(Pomaks) were still being changed. On 17 June 1970, the
Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party
accepted the ”“Resolution for the Purification of Class
and Party Consciousness and the Patriotic Upbringing of
the Bulgarian Mohammedans”. On 16 July 1970, a ses-
sion of the Politbureau confirmed the need to “change
the Turkish and Arabic names and the dress-style of this
population which has to be done without administration,
with complete free-will and conviction”. This was a sign
to begin another campaign of changing the names of the
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Pomaks. Actually, these activities were reinforced by the
military, the militia and armed groups of party activists.
The unrest was most powerful in the Western Rhodopes
and Pirin Macedonia. Some people fell victim and the rest
of the population suffered repression. By 1974, the names
of 220,000 Pomaks had been changed and their religious
life was extremely restricted. Once this was accomplished,
it was followed by an official declaration that the problem
could be considered to be solved.

According to communist propaganda, this period was
the beginning of the so-called process of revival, i.e. a proc-
ess similar to the one experienced by the Bulgarians dur-
ing the period of their national revival when they became
aware of themselves as a nation and began the struggle for
national emancipation. According to the official statement,
the ‘revival’ of the Bulgarian Muslim population was his-
torically so late because the religion of Islam had set them
apart from the rest of their compatriots. The brightest sign
for the emergence of this ‘revival” was the change of names,
which had previously set the Muslim communities apart
from the rest of the population. Another sign of a return to
their Bulgarian roots was the rejection of some ‘backward’
traditional folk and religious holidays and rituals, as well
as some styles of dress typical of the Islamic religion, such
as the shalvar trousers of Muslim women and fez hats of
Muslim men (actually these items of clothing were ran-
domly replaced by a new type of ‘uniform’ bearing the
same identification: tracksuits for women and barrettes for
men whose style corresponded to the Islamic dress code).

Part of the process of the ‘new national revival’ had
to be the universal acceptance of the progressive socialist
system of holidays and customs’. Specialists at the research
institutes of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences developed
special scenarios for each socialist holiday. The Bulgarian
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Academy of Sciences organised a special group for the
study of the Rhodope past which began publishing mate-
rials, mostly dedicated to the forced conversion to Islam
(the popular term for which was “Turkification’, i.e. “being
made Turkish’) of part of the Bulgarian population during
the Ottoman rule (the traditional term used to describe this
period in Bulgarian history is, ‘a Turkish yoke” ). These
efforts came to their logical conclusion in 1978, when the
Council of Ministers announced ”an obligatory system of
socialist rituals and holidays” to replace the traditional
ones. The implementation of the new rituals was spelled
out in ‘Guidelines for the Development and Perfection
of the System of Holidays and Rituals in the People’s Re-
public of Bulgaria” (Eminov: 1997, 59). In accordance with
these guidelines, the respective academic institutions de-
veloped specific scenarios for the holidays and customs for
each district, region and town in the country (Stamenova:
1986).

The 1970s were also the beginning of step-by-step ac-
tivities directed towards the integration of the Turks into
the Bulgarian nation. The theoretical basis for the building
of a developed socialist society included the Soviet pro-
posal of gradual rapprochement and merging of the dif-
ferent peoples into one socialist nation. The natural course
of development should have been a gradual merging of
the separate minorities with the Bulgarians into a “unified
Bulgarian socialist nation”. By 1972, all Turkish language
courses were prohibited, even at the elementary level. Only
Turkish philology at Sofia University continued to exist. In
keeping with the common logic, the Constitution of 1971
(the so-called Constitution of Todor Zhivkov) abolished all
mention of minorities and their rights, merely preserving
the vague definition of ”a citizen of non-Bulgarian origin”
(Art. 45, para. 7).
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In 1974, the February plenary session of the Commu-
nist Party officially introduced the term ‘unified Bulgarian
socialist nation” which began to appear more and more
frequently in the media. Based on the achieved “successful
results’, in 1977 the Party declared that Bulgaria consisted
”almost entirely of one ethnic type and is heading towards
complete homogeneity” (Moutafchieva 1995, 31).

In reality, the processes were far from heading in the
desired direction. On 7 June 1978, another resolution of
the Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party
was accepted, the “Resolution for the Improvement of
Work among the Descendants of Islamised Bulgarians”,
intended for the regional party committees in Smolian,
Blagoevgrad, Pazardjik, Kurdjali, Lovetch and Plovdiv. In
order to prevent the fusion of Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks)
with the Turkish ethnic community, decisions on the eco-
nomic development of the regions were accompanied by
the restriction that, “no moving of Islamised Bulgarian
descendants should be allowed into areas with compact
Turkish populations” (Materials of the Central Committee
of the Bulgarian Communist Party). These processes ran
parallel to the change of names of the Muslim Gypsies. The
name changing, which was not considered especially hard
to accomplish, unfolded in three major stages in 1962, 1971
and 1981.

In the beginning of the 1980s, Bulgaria was shaken by a
series of acts of terrorist violence explosions in the railway
station in Plovdiv, on the train from Sofia to Burgas (in the
tunnel near the village of Bunovo), in a hotel in Sliven, at
the Varna airport, as well as a few other attempts which
failed. Two children were kidnapped from the Internation-
al Hotel in Varna and held hostage by armed individuals
who wanted to ensure their escape to Turkey. The incident
ended tragically. Such events had so far been unknown to
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Bulgarian society and were accompanied by a multitude of
rumours associating them with the activities of mysterious
Turkish groups. The members of the main terrorist group
were captured and executed, but public tension still ran
high. Even today not all of the questions surrounding the
terrorist attacks have been resolved (for example, it has
turned out that most of the executed terrorists had been
freelance State Security officers).

In 1982, the authorities intercepted and banned the
meeting of the few remaining and almost completely il-
legal Sufi orders in north eastern Bulgaria, the Naksibendi
and Kadiri tarikats (Eminov: 1997, 74).

This policy came to its logical conclusion in 1984-1985,
when all the efforts of various party and state institutions,
public organsations and academic research were limited to
‘proving’ the ‘Bulgarian origin” and ‘Bulgarian identity” of
Turks in Bulgaria. The existence of other minorities was
hidden, there was no official mention of them, and in prac-
tice they were declared as non-existent’. To this day we
still do not know who decided to accelerate this process
and who gave the single ultimate solution to the ‘national
question’. (The official version is that there are no official
decisions for this policy in the archives of the Central Com-
mittee of the Bulgarian Communist Party.) The investiga-
tions conducted after 1989 have revealed a ridiculous situ-
ation: no documents have been preserved and nobody is
responsible for the entire “process of revival’.

The programme of ‘revival’ was carried out in two
stages. The first stage, lasting from end of 1984 until Janu-
ary 1985, forced all Turks and other Muslims living in the
Rhodope region of southeastern Bulgaria (as well as Turks
born in the Rhodope region and living in other parts of
the country) to adopt Bulgarian (Christian or traditional
Slavic) names and renounce all Muslim customs and cloth-
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ing: 310,000 Bulgarian Turks were renamed by 14 January
1985 (214,000 in the region of Kurdjali, 41,000 in the region
of Haskovo, 22,000 in the region of Plovdiv, 5,000 in the
region of Pazardjik, 11,000 in the region of Stara Zagora,
9,000 in the region of Burgas, 3,000 in the region of Blago-
evgrad and 3,500 in the region of Silistra).

The second stage of the campaign was in the second half
of January and the beginning of February 1985. It affected
Turks living in the rest of the country. On 18 February 1985
Prime Minister Georgi Atanassov presented a report, and
the Party and state leader Todor Zhivkov gave a special
speech to the Central Committee of the Communist Party,
dedicated to the conclusion of the process of renaming the
Bulgarian Turks (Galabov: 1995, 25-27). In recognition of
the occasion, the first official information about the ac-
complished change of names was made available stating
that not a single Turkish or Arabic name had remained
unchanged in Bulgaria.

The official version was that this was a mass process of
revived ‘voluntary” awareness of old Bulgarian roots and
Bulgarian identity of the Turkish minority. Nevertheless,
the so-called ‘process of revival” was imposed administra-
tively and accompanied with atrocities and violence. In ad-
dition to the militia and local authorities, army units also
took an active part in the process. The usual tactics were as
follows: armed units would block a village for a few hours
until the enforced change of the documents of the whole
population was completed. In the villages and towns with
mixed population, violence was less open but it was still
there. In some places there were open clashes between
the Turkish population and the armed units and the exact
number of the victims (including women and children) is
still unknown (according to various information sources it
is anywhere up to a few dozen people). Many Turks were
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exiled on the Danubian island of Belene (a former concen-
tration camp in the 1940s and 1950s) or interned elsewhere
in the country.

This process was accompanied by a widespread cam-
paign for obliterating all signs of Turkish identity: specific
styles of dress, religious customs, oriental music and oth-
ers. Special attention was paid to the Turkish language.
Speaking Turkish in public was forbidden, those who
failed to obey were fined and refused services in admin-
istrative offices, shops and restaurants. This led to some
ridiculous extremes: The appearance of notices in cafes
and restaurants, which would have puzzled any visitor
from abroad, such as, “we only serve Bulgarian-speaking
customers”, “speaking of foreign languages not allowed
here”, “speakers of French (a euphemism for Turkish) will
not be served”, and so on.

Thus Bulgaria no longer recognised the Turks as a sepa-
rate ethnic community, explaining that all the Muslims in
Bulgaria were descendants of Bulgarians who had been
forced into the Islamic faith by the Ottoman Turks. The
Muslims would therefore ‘voluntarily” take new names as
part of the ‘birth or revival process’ by which they would
reclaim their Bulgarian identities. During the name-chang-
ing process citizens were issued new identity cards with
Bulgarian names. Birth or marriage certificates were issued
only in Bulgarian names. Sometimes even gravestones
with Turkish or Arabic names were replaced.

In that period a huge number of ‘scholarly’” research
was published ‘proving’ the Bulgarian origin of the Bul-
garians who had been forcibly converted to Islam. Follow-
ing special orders, other works of art were created (such
as the feature film, Time of Separation), also in service of
this contention. The organsations of the Fatherland Front
published many free brochures of ‘scientific” studies and
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speeches by eminent representatives of the Turkish minor-
ity (intellectuals, artists, sportsmen) proclaiming their hap-
piness at changing their names, which they had done out of
innermost conviction. Again some confusingly ridiculous
situations occurred. For example, the famous weight-lifter
Naim Suleimanoglu (whose name was changed to Nahum
Shalamanov), after sharing publicly the sheer ecstasy of
having a new name, emigrated to Turkey as soon as he
was able to and was welcomed as a national hero.

The motivation for the 1984 assimilation campaign was
tear of Turkish capitalist propaganda, as well as the dispro-
portion between the birth rates of Turks and Bulgarians.
According to a widespread belief in Bulgaria, consciously
encouraged by the State Security, if one minority is over 10
percent of the population, there is a danger that this will
allow them to ask for autonomous status in their region.
This is considered a real threat to national security, which
might lead to the separation of parts of the Bulgarian terri-
tory and their incorporation into the Turkish State.

The resentment which the Turkish population felt at
the “process of revival” was vented in the formation of a
number of underground groups trying to oppose the state
policy. Best known among them was the Turkish National
Liberation Movement in northeastern Bulgaria, headed by
Ahmed Dogan, at that time an academic at the Institute of
Philosophy in Sofia. The movement was discovered and its
leaders imprisoned.

In order to find a final solution to the problem posed
by that part of the Turkish minority who refused or were
not able to assimilate, the Bulgarian government opened
the border with Turkey in summer 1989. The beginning of
this process was marked by the mass demonstrations of
the Turkish population in a number of towns and villages
in north eastern Bulgaria in May, with demands for de-
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mocracy in the spirit of perestroika, including the demand
to open the borders. Officially, the Bulgarian government
allowed all Bulgarian citizens to have international pass-
ports, but actually only the Turks could obtain passports
immediately (the situation was much more difficult for
Bulgarians). At the same time, efforts were made to force
the Turks to emigrate: psychological pressure, threats by
the local authorities, spreading rumours of the closing of
the borders and other measures. There was widespread
exploitation of the situation of the emigrants: their prop-
erties were bought extremely cheaply while the price of
transportation to Turkey soared. The authorities organised
demonstrations and protest gatherings, which were met
with considerable support from the Bulgarian population
living with the background of continuous nationalistic
propaganda.

The emigration affected the economy and agriculture of
1989, when Bulgarians from all walks of life were recruited
as agricultural labourers to replace the missing Turks. The
shortage was especially acute in the tobacco industry, one
of Bulgaria’s most profitable exports, and in wheat produc-
tion. The media told dire stories about all the money with-
drawn from the banks by the emigrating Turks, which was
disastrous for the country’s monetary balance, and about
stores left empty while enormous quantities of goods were
being bought and exported by the Turkish “tourists’. Ru-
mours spread about Turks forging sabres to slaughter the
giaour (infidels). All this strongly affected public opinion
and was even worse for the inter-ethnic relations and at-
titudes towards the minorities in the country. At the same
time, the national television and all the newspapers were
telling heart-breaking stories about conservative Turkish
parents forcing their children to emigrate, or of young
people committing suicide because they could not marry
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a Bulgarian or continue their studies in the country. All
this served to confuse the Bulgarian population and in-
spire sympathy and pity for the emigrants. The Bulgarians
were puzzled and divided and the obligatory meetings
and demonstrations in protest against the emigrants made
many people feel disgusted and silently opposed to what
was going on...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-
litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.

Times of change (since 1989)

The wave of changes in eastern Europe at the end of the
1980s arrived in Bulgaria in November 1989. On 10 No-
vember a plenary session of the Central Committee of the
Bulgarian Communist Party accepted the resignation of
the long-term party and state leader Todor Zhivkov. This
was the beginning of a long and difficult transition period
for Bulgaria. A transition to a market economy, new social
relations and the new organisation of the state, accompa-
nied by changes in social consciousness, which are still far
from complete.

The problems of the Bulgarian Turks and the other
Muslim minorities, which became especially poignant at
the time of the “great excursion’ in summer 1989, were the
target of public attention immediately after the changes.
The first democratic rally, which took place on 17 No-
vember in Sofia, was in itself evidence of the complexity
of these problems. Among the many speakers at the rally,
the only one who demanded a return of the Turkish and
Arabic names of the Bulgarian Turks was Rumen Vodeni-
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charov, a representative of the Independent Society for the
Protection of Human Rights, which had been established
illegally in spring 1989. The reaction of the majority, who
had gathered to demand democratic changes, was unani-
mous whistling.

In December 1989, a large group of Bulgarian Muslims
arrived in Sofia (together with their wives and children)
from the region of the western Rhodopes. Assisted by Ru-
men Vodenicharov, they organised walks and night wakes
before Parliament to demand the return of their Turkish
and Arabic names. On December 29, a special joint decision
of the State Council and the Council of Ministers permitted
the return of the old names to all Muslims who wanted to
restore their names. This decision was met with mass pro-
test demonstrations by Bulgarians in the countryside, espe-
cially in the regions inhabited by mixed populations. The
pretext for the protest was the manner of decision-making
(most often people would ask, "Why weren’t we asked
when they decided to give them their names back?” ). On
31 December, in Kurdjali an All People’s Committee for
Protection of National Interests was founded with rapidly
emerging local branches, which organised demonstrations
against the restoration of the Turkish and Arabic names
of Muslims. These events culminated in a national protest
demonstration in Sofia on 7 January 1990. Under public
pressure, all major political and civil organsations signed
an agreement on January 10 in support of the decision for
restoring the Turkish and Arabic names. Underlying the
agreement, however, was a ban on establishing ethnic or
religious parties.

According to the agreement, round table talks began in
Sofia on 16 January to prepare the political transition to
free democratic elections. The major political powers at the
time were the Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), an heir of the
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former Bulgarian Communist Party, and the newly estab-
lished Union of Democratic Forces (UDF), a multifaceted
coalition of parties and organsations with no clear political
image, united on an anti-communist basis. Other political
and civil organsations dominated by the BSP also had their
representatives at the round table. For the first time, the
round table talks mentioned the need for the representa-
tion of the Turkish and other Muslim minorities when an
argument arose about whether Ahmed Dogan (recently
released from prison) should be allowed to participate in
the discussions and in what manner. The UDF claimed to
represent minority interests and did not encourage their
separation as a political power on their own. However,
in January 1990 the Movement for Rights and Freedoms
(MRF) was established, registered with the decision of the
Sofia City Court, registration confirmed by the Supreme
Court, and registered as a political power with a right to
participate in the upcoming elections granted by the Cen-
tral Electoral Committee on 26 April 1990. Thus, the MRF
was shaped as a political power representing the interests
of the Turkish and other Muslim minorities in Bulgaria
and took an active part in the political life of the country.
In June 1990, elections were held for the Great National
Assembly which had to prepare the new constitution of
Bulgaria. The elections were won by the BSP and its allies.
MREF participated in the elections on its own and obtained
23 seats in Parliament, which made it the third major po-
litical power. Despite its active political presence, MRF did
not manage to have any tangible influence on the prepa-
ration of the new constitution of Bulgaria, which was ac-
cepted on 12 July 1991.

The new constitution addressed the minority issues
rather superficially and incompletely. Actually, the con-
stitution itself made no mention of minorities, it merely
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accepted the most general and uncommitted statement
that “no restrictions of the rights or privileges, based on
race, nationality, ethnic belonging, sex, origin, religion...
are allowed” (Art. 6, para. 2). The only other mention of
minorities in Bulgaria in the constitution is the definition
of certain rights: ”citizens whose mother tongue is not
Bulgarian, have the right to study and use their native
language along with the mandatory study of Bulgarian”
(Art. 36, para. 2); “everyone has the right to make use of the
national and universal human values, as well as to develop
his/her own culture in accordance with his/her ethnic be-
longing, which is guaranteed by the law” (Art. 54, para. 1)
(there is still no specific law in this respect), as well as the
preservation of the restriction that, “no parties based on an
ethnic, racial or religious principle can be formed...” (Art.
11, para. 4) (Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria, State
Newspaper, no. 56, 13 July 1991).

During the discussions of the new constitution, the first
disagreements within the MRF appeared. Member of Par-
liament Adem Kenan publicly opposed the constitution,
insisted on official recognition of the Turkish national mi-
nority and left the parliamentary group of the MRF.

After a hunger strike by a group of UDF deputies who
were unwilling to sign the new constitution, and the sub-
sequent parliamentary crisis in the summer of 1991, new
parliamentary elections took place. At the elections on 13
October 1991, the MRF again participated on its own and
obtained 24 seats out of a total of 240.2 Thus, the MRF was
not only established as a political power, it also acquired
significant influence on the new parliamentary configura-
tion. Neither the UDF (who had won the elections with a
small majority), nor the BSP could appoint the new gov-
ernment without the parliamentary support of the MRF.
The MRF was also successful in the local elections which
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took place at the same time. In a number of counties with a
dominant Turkish population they represented the major-
ity and gained participation in the local governments.

Although the new government of the UDF, headed
by Philip Dimitrov, had no MRF representatives, it was
elected with the support of MRF votes and at first the two
political powers enjoyed good working relations. This was
especially obvious during the presidential elections in
January 1992. With the active support of MRF, UDF repre-
sentative Dr. Zhelio Zhelev won the elections, though with
a very small lead (a fact which later on enabled his politi-
cal opponents to accuse him of having become president
thanks to “Turkish votes” ). A curious fact is that the main
opponent of Dr Zhelev at the elections, BSP representative
Velko Vulkanov, ran in tandem with Rumen Vodenicha-
rov (running for vice-president) who left the UDF group in
parliament to join the extreme nationalistic position.

Cooperation between the UDF and MRF was short-
lived and insignificant. Since the autumn of 1991 the op-
tional study of the Turkish language was again permitted
in schools. In February 1992 the Directorate on Religions
at the Council of Ministers declared as ‘invalid” the former
election of the Chief Mufti (religious leader) of the Bulgar-
ian Muslims, Nedim Gendjev, who was elected during
the “process of revival’. The seven regional mufti offices
were declared ‘illegitimate’ and new regional muftis were
elected later on, along with a new Chief Mulfti Fikri Sali
who had the trust of the MRF.

In response to the request of the BSP to outlaw the MRF
for violation of the constitutional ban on the existence of
parties on ethnic and religious bases, a special decision of
the Constitutional Court of 21 April 1992 confirmed the
legitimacy of the MRF and its place in the political life of
the country. On 31 July 1992, after prolonged discussions,
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a special law on names was passed which eased the proce-
dure for the restoration of the Turkish and Arabic names
of the Bulgarian Muslims, and at the same time protected
them from unwanted ‘Bulgarisation’ through the addition
of suffixes, typical of Bulgarian family names.

The economic reform of the UDF government posed
serious problems to the MRF. The first steps of the new
government were related to the restitution of industrial en-
terprises and houses, nationalised at the end of the 1940s
by the former communist regime, as well as to the closing
of the existing Labour Cooperative Agricultural Farms and
the restitution of the land to its former owners. These re-
forms dealt a heavy social and economic blow to the MRF
supporters: the Turkish and other Muslim minorities. Most
of them were living in villages, in the poorer mountain-
ous and semi-mountainous regions, where the closing of
cooperative farms left them with no livelihood, and the
land which was restored to them was little and infertile.
The acute crisis in the tobacco industry, related to the loss
markets of the former Soviet Union, deprived them of their
primary occupation. An additional factor for the plight of
these people was the large-scale closing of small industrial
enterprises in many villages, which in the past had been
financially supported by the state. The supporters of the
MRF began "voting with their feet’; the mass migrations
to Turkey were resumed, the disappointment in the MRF
grew.

Given the above situation, the attempts by the MRF to
find a political solution for the problems of their voters
failed in the end. In autumn 1992 the MRF began to exert
parliamentary pressure on the UDF government. Their ally
was President Zhelio Zhelev who was also displeased with
the government, although for other reasons. This campaign
led to the resignation of the government of Philip Dimitrov

31



and split the parliamentary group of the UDF. After along
parliamentary crisis, the government of Luben Berov was
formed, with a MRF mandate. However, the only MRF
representative in the new government was Evgeni Mat-
inchev, who was an independent expert within the MRF
parliamentary group without being a MRF member. This
government, though formally a government of the MRF,
was called an ‘expert government” and was supported by
a strange parliamentary union of BSP in coalition with the
MRF and some former UDF members who had left the
UDF parliamentary group (the so called ‘blue ants’).
Despite the key position of the MRF in the new political
situation, its government did not manage to pass any sig-
nificant reforms improving the social and economic condi-
tions of their voters (Turkish and other Muslim minorities).
The economic crisis grew, migration movements to Turkey
continued, and the internal conflicts within the MRF be-
came more serious. Adem Kenan, who was dismissed
from the MREF at the time of the Great National Assembly,
declared the formation of a Turkish Democratic Party in
December 1992 in his native village Yasenkovo, in the
region of Razgrad, with the following goals: establishing
the internal autonomy of the regions populated by Turks
and basing the state on a federation principle. His activities
were not supported by the Turkish population but gave
rise to an anti-Turkish campaign in the Bulgarian media. In
November 1993 the Razgrad court decided to give Adem
Kenan a one month deadline to either register his party
in court or cease his political activities. At the same time,
other adversaries of Ahmed Dogan were trying to found
other Turkish parties and organsations, such as the Union
of Turks headed by Ibrahim Ali from Assenovgrad, the
Turkish Social Democratic Party headed by Adem Hairula
from the village of Mlechino, in the region of Ardino, the
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Minority Rights Committee, headed by Nuri Vehbi from
Kurdjali, the group organised around the former MP in the
Great National Assembly, Sabri Hussein, from Plovdiv,
and others. All these attempts to create a political alterna-
tive to the MRF remained on the level of initial intentions
with no significant progress and with no support from the
Turkish community.

Other attempts to create an alternative to the MRF also
emerged under the auspices of the major political powers
in Bulgaria (BSP and UDF). At the end of 1993 the Demo-
cratic Party of Justice was registered, led by the former
Chief Mufti from the ‘socialist era’, Nedim Gendjev. De-
spite its emphatically Islamic programme, this party was
accused of serving BSP interests. Member of Parliament
Mehmed Hodja left the the parliamentary group and de-
clared the foundation of a ‘Party of Democratic Change’
whose main goal was a union with the UDF at the upcom-
ing parliamentary elections (which, however, did not ma-
terialise).

An interesting phenomenon was the emergence of the
so-called Pomak party. In December 1992, Kamen Burov,
the mayor of the village of Zhultusha, in the region of Ar-
dino, proclaimed the establishment of a “Democratic Party
of Labour’, which was supposed to express the interests of
the Bulgarian Muslims, whom he declared as a separate
ethnic community (Pomaks). His activity was not met
with any significant support from the Bulgarian Muslims
themselves. However, as Kamen Burov had close relations
with the US Embassy in Bulgaria (including his visit to the
US where, according to him, his ideas had originated), this
inspired a widespread campaign in the Bulgarian media
accusing the United States of ‘artificially’ creating a new
‘Pomak nation” - a very sensitive topic within Bulgarian
society.
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The next extraordinary parliamentary elections were
held in autumn 1994. The MRF received fewer votes and
fewer seats in parliament (only 15) which was due to their
voters” disappointment with the results achieved by the
MRF while they were in power (at least formally), as well
as to the extensive emigration which had decreased the
Turkish population of Bulgaria. The elections were eas-
ily won by the BSP. The government formed by the BSP
was led by Jean Videnov, and the MRF became an opposi-
tion party. In the local elections in autumn 1995, the MRF
managed to preserve its presence in local governments.
The pre-election situation was especially tense in Kurdjali
where the results of the election were contested and the
MRF’s victory was only legalised in April 1996 through a
decision of the Supreme Court.

One of the first measures of the new government of
Jean Videnov was to legalise the schism among the Islamic
religious leadership. On 3 November 1994, an Islamic con-
ference elected a new Supreme Religious Council of the
Muslims in Bulgaria, headed by Nedim Gendjev, as well as
a new Chief Mulfti Basri Hadji-Sherif, who was registered
on 22 February 1995 by the Directorate on Religions at the
Council of Ministers and thus declared to be legal. The
former Chief Mufti Fikri Sali convened another conference
on 6 March 1995, confirming his election and appealed in
court against the registration of the new Chief Mufti, with-
out obtaining results. With decision 568 of 27 July 1995,
the Supreme Court confirmed the right of the Department
of Religious Faiths to carry out this registration without
mentioning the central problem: Although the constitution
guaranteed the principle of non-interference of the state in
religious affairs, its interference was a fact and two Chief
Mufti offices were officially in existence in Bulgaria, sup-
ported by the different political powers.
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On the whole, the socialist government did not pay par-
ticular attention to the situation of Turkish and other Mus-
lim minorities and continued the previous governmental
policy of ignoring their specific problems. Under the con-
dition of social and economic hardship and hopelessness,
the migration flow to Turkey continued uninterruptedly
and the problem of divided families and the illegal traf-
fic of children to Turkey now loomed large. Many people
went to Turkey, managed to find jobs there, were settled
and now wanted to be reunited with their children. How-
ever, their citizenship status in Turkey was uncertain and
did not allow for family reunion. Smugglers of children
were (and still are) caught at the Bulgarian-Turkish border
almost daily, trying to find ways to take children to their
parents illegally.

Not only did the government of the Bulgarian Socialist
Party fail to contribute to the solution of the problems of
the transition period, it also increased the already acute
social and economic crisis. Under the pressure of protests
on the streets at the end of 1996 and the beginning of 1997,
organised by the UDF, BSP rushed to resign. New parlia-
mentary elections were held in January 1997. During the
elections the MRF was still torn apart due to internal con-
flicts, with a partially new leadership, and was unable to
reach a pre-election agreement with the UDF, despite the
lengthy negotiations. Furthermore, at the last minute the
UDF included some of the people who had left the MRF as
their candidates for parliament; and the former vice-chair-
man of MRF Guner Tahir was elected to Parliament as a
UDF member.

In order to avoid political isolation, immediatly before
the elections Ahmed Dogan reached a pre-election agree-
ment (the so-called Alliance for National Salvation, ANS)
with a few small phantom parties, led by political figures
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who were no longer active in political life and who now
returned to ‘big politics” thanks to the MRF votes. ANS
was established as a political union of the MRF with the
Green Party (headed by Alexander Karakachanov), ‘New
Choice’ (headed by Dimitar Ludjhev), the Federation “The
Kingdom of Bulgaria’ (headed by Hristo Kurtev), the Party
of the Democratic Centre (headed by Ventsislav Dimitrov),
BAPU ‘Nikola Petkov’ (headed by Milan Drentchev).
However, this step did not bring political dividends to
Ahmed Dogan, but merely increased the disappointment
with his policy among the supporters of the MRF. Hence
the election results were not too favourable for the MRF;
ANS won 17 seats, out of which 13 were for the MRF (later
on one seat was lost since the young and promising local
leader Yudzel Attila from Haskovo demonstratively with-
drew from political life and left parliament).

After the elections the pressure exerted by the ruling
power (UDF) to divide and conquer the MRF increased.
MRF Member of Parliament Guner Tahir founded an
committee for the renovation of the MRF, and with the as-
sistance of the new UDF government he tried to build up
duplicate MRF organsations in the different regions, which
would oust Ahmed Dogan and his supporters. Initiated by
the UDF, a special law was passed giving free access to all
former State Security files. As a result of this law, the names
of the free-lance State Security associates Ahmed Dogan,
Yunal Lutfi, Osman Oktai and Kamal Eyup (all MRF Mem-
bers of Parliament, the leader of MRF and his deputies)
became public knowledge. However, this information had
no special effect on the MRF supporters. On the contrary,
it seems to have united its voters, since they considered the
revelations as part of the attempt to eliminate the MRF as
an independent political power. The attempts of the UDF
government to establish direct contacts with Turkey and to
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eliminate the MRF in order to impose its own influence on
Turkish politics proved to be totally unsuccessful. Prime
Minister Ivan Kostov contracted a huge project with Tur-
key for hydroconstruction, “The Upper Arda’, in the Kard-
jali region. This project has not been accomplished because
problems arose on the Turkish side. Thus the economic
situation of the Bulgarian regions populated by the Turks
remained extremely severe.

The Directorate on Religions, controlled by the new
UDF government, has tried to find a compromise regard-
ing the unification of the two chief mufti offices (in the
meantime Chief Mufti Basri Hadji-Sherif, who had the
support of Nedim Gendjev, passed away, and, at present,
there is only one chief mufti who is not registered by the
Directorate Fikri Sali). Local elections were held among
the Islamic mosque boards of trustees for delegates to the
conference of unification which was to elect a new mufti.

The conference was held at the end of October 1997. On
the eve of the conference, Nedim Gendjev declared that
the elections were manipulated by the MRF and his sup-
porters withdrew from participation in it. The conference
unanimously chose a new Chief Mufti Mustapha Hadji,
the first Bulgarian Muslim elected as the spiritual leader of
Muslims in Bulgaria. The Department of Religious Faiths
at the Council of Ministers immediately registered the
new Supreme Council of the Muslims in Bulgaria and its
chief mufti, and the former unregistered Chief Mufti Fikri
Sali officially recognised the results of the new election.
However, the election was disputed by a number of local
religious Muslim leaders, supporters of Nedim Gendjev,
who accused Mustapha Hadji of supporting the Islamic
and fundamentalist sects preaching in Bulgaria. In the
end, in autumn 2000 the new Mufti Selim Mehmend from
Assenovgrad was elected. Mustafa Hadji became head of
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the Muslim trustees. Nedim Gendjev himself vacated the
building of the Chief Mufti office, thus showing that a
compromise was indeed possible and unity in the religious
leadership of the Bulgarian Muslims could be achieved.

In the parliamentary elections of 2001, the MRF gained
7.45 percent of the electoral votes and received 21 seats.
The MRF made a coalition agreement with the new ruling
political power, the National Movement for Simeon II, and
received two ministerial seats and several deputy minister
positions. The new government nominated representa-
tives from the MRF to the position of county governors;
other representatives entered the state administration at
different positions. Thus the MRF gained real executive
political power in the new government.

So far we have discussed mostly the Movement for
Rights and Freedoms as a major political representative
of the Turkish and the other Muslim communities in
Bulgaria. Our approach can be explained by the fact that
actually the MRF occupies an extremely important place as
spokesperson of the underlying trends in the community’s
development. MRF organsations exist in every town or vil-
lage with a Turkish or Bulgarian-Muslim population, and
usually they are quite significant for the life of these com-
munities (including their active participation in local gov-
ernments). We can hardly speak about the development
of a Turkish or other Muslims non-governmental sector
in Bulgaria, even less about any NGO sector which would
be independent of the MRF. At present the number of this
type of organisation (mostly funds, cultural societies and
folklore groups) is insignificant, their activities are quite
restricted and always under the wing of the MRF. The
Turkish press is subject to the same conditions. The MRF
newspaper ‘Rights and Freedom’ (written in Bulgarian
and Turkish), has been in existence for a few years without
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becoming very popular, and its publication is ‘temporar-
ily’ on hold due to lack of funds. The attempt to publish
an ‘independent’ Turkish newspaper, Guven (“Trust’), was
an even bigger failure (it is limited in circulation and is
practically unknown among the Turkish minority). An im-
portant event in the life of the Bulgarian Muslim commu-
nity was the election of Yashar Shaban as a member of the
executive council of the Open Society Fund in 1997. This
fund was then an extremely important factor in the life of
Bulgarian society. However, this is rather an exception to
the rule. Yashar Shaban is a former mayor and MRF activ-
ist who left the movement as a result of internal political
conflicts.

It is interesting to look at the relationships among Turk-
ish and other Muslim minorities within the MRF. The
Turkish minority itself is spatially distributed throughout
the country. There are political differences between the
leaders of the two major regions with a Turkish popula-
tion: north eastern Bulgaria and the eastern Rhodopes.
As far as the Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks) are concerned,
their position in the MRF is closely related to their complex
group awareness (which we will mention later). The sup-
port for the MRF by the Pomaks is strongest in the western
Rhodopes. In elections they bring many votes to the MRF,
but their access to leadership positions within the MRF is
relatively limited, and they did not have representatives in
the last two parliaments (although one of the deputy-chair-
men of the central council of the MRF, Airush Hadji, is a
Pomak). As a result of the 2001 elections, there is one rep-
resentative of the Bulgarian Muslims among the Members
of Parliament (Arso Manov).

The representation of the Gypsy Muslims within the
MREF is far more specific. These are mostly Gypsies with
preferential Turkish consciousness,” who are not accepted
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as ‘Turks’ by the surrounding population (including the
Turks themselves). As soon as the MRF was established
in 1990, its branches began to emerge randomly in the
Gypsy quarters of many towns. The MRF leadership (at a
local and national level) most often kept its distance from
this clientele. Gradually, urged by the struggle to gain
more votes, the MRF leadership has changed its restric-
tions regarding Gypsies’ representation within the MRF.
The Gypsy sections were included in the general MRF
structure, pre-election campaigns were organised in the
Gypsy areas, and in the 1994 elections, some wards with
no Turkish population (mostly in northwestern Bulgaria)
were ‘given’ to Gypsies who campaigned as MRF mem-
bers.* The Gypsy votes were particularly important for the
local elections in Kurdjali in 1995. However, on the whole,
the separate ‘Gypsy’ sections within the MRF did not help
to overcome the negative attitudes towards Gypsies in
general, and their access to leadership positions, even on
a local level, is very restricted, thus preventing them from
any actual influence on MRF policies.

In the 2001 elections the MRF established a pre-election
coalition with one of the most influential Gypsy organsa-
tions, the political movement ‘Euro-Roma’, headed by Ts-
vetelin Kanchev. Euro-Roma was given the opportunity to
put forward its own candidates in those regions that were
not inhabited by a Turkish population. Euro-Roma, how-
ever, did not receive enough votes and failed to provide its
own Members of Parliament which lead to an end of the
pre-electoral coalition.

The small Tartar community, the majority of whom
have a preferential Turkish identity (see below for more
details), do not have their own place within the policy and
organisational structure of the MRF. The Tartars made
some unsuccessful attempts at individual activities of their
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community. In April 1993, the Tartar cultural and educa-
tional association ‘Assabai’ (‘Kinship’) was registered in
Silistra, headed by Nevzat Yakub. At the end of the same
year and at the beginning of 1994, they tried to organise a
national conference in order to elect their own candidates
for parliament. These intentions, as well as the planned
publication of the newspaper, Ushun (Spark) in the Tartar
language, were never realised, and the Assabai organisa-
tion is neither particularly influential nor active.

The separate religious community of the Alevi Turks
stands apart from the general political processes. On the
whole, they do not participate actively in the political life
of the country. Their religious community, which is oth-
erwise internally active, does not seek official registration
and actually has not been legally registered. In elections
the Alevi as a whole vote for the MRF; they elect the may-
ors of their villages from MRF members, but actually their
representation within the MRF remains merely symbolic
(enforced by the distant attitude of the Sunni Turks to-
wards them).

An interesting element of the MRF is the participation
of ethnic Bulgarians in the movement. Similar processes
can be observed on local and national levels. Usually the
ethnic Bulgarians are not actual MRF members, but they
have been recruited as ‘experts’ , holding positions in local
governments or seats in parliament. So far, all MRF par-
liamentary groups have had Bulgarian members (except
for the 1997 elections when the pre-election strategy was
changed). As a rule, they all used the MRF as a way to en-
ter into political life, later leaving the party and terminat-
ing their relations with the movement.

At a first glance, it would be logical to assume that the
policy of neighbouring Turkey would be an important
factor in the development of the MRF as a political repre-

41



sentative of the Turkish and other Muslim minorities. The
reality, however, is quite different. Certainly, Turkey is far
from being indifferent to the fate of the Muslim minorities
abroad, but its attitude to the specific problems of these
minorities has always been determined by the overall
geo-political strategy and political life of Turkey itself.
Bulgarian public opinion often suspects Turkey of trying
to use the Bulgarian Turkish minority as a “Trojan horse’
for economic penetration and plans for the acquisition of
Bulgarian territories. To placate these fears, a special item
was added to the constitution prohibiting foreigners from
buying land in Bulgaria (which in the end worked against
Bulgarian interests, since this has made foreign invest-
ments exceedingly difficult). However, the Turkish minor-
ity in Bulgaria is not satisfied with the policy of Turkey in
respect of Bulgaria, especially with the absence of stable
Turkish investments in the Bulgarian regions with a Turk-
ish population.

The Bulgarian Turkish immigrants constitute an im-
portant element in the economic development of Turkey.
Most often they are better educated and qualified, as well
as more progressive than the local population. The immi-
grants’ associations are another important factor within
the internal political life of Turkey, especially the Associa-
tion of Expatriate Organsations, which includes different
groups of Bulgarian Turks, including the Association
of the Turks from the Rhodopes (i.e. Pomaks). The rela-
tions of these organsations with the MRF are not cordial.
The Turkish government is markedly friendly towards
the MRF, but this relationship remains tenuous, with no
steadfast political support. Until now, at least, Turkey does
not seem to show any special kind of interest in the Turks
and the other Muslim minorities in Bulgaria which might
have become a priority of its foreign policy. This statement
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is confirmed by the comparison with Turkey’s policy to-
wards other ‘expatriate Turks’ (a key element in Turkey’s
foreign political strategy), such as towards those in Central
Asia or towards the events in Bosnia.

Bulgarian public opinion is particularly sensitive to
the current developments in Islam. The fall of the former
communist regime and its restrictions has brought Bul-
garian Muslims a freedom of religious expression, public
performance of Islamic ceremonies, the reconstruction of
old mosques and the building of new ones, the opening
of new Muslim religious schools (in Russe, Shumen and
Momchilgrad), opportunities for religious studies abroad,
as well as religious propaganda of emissaries from abroad.
According to incomplete information, there are presently
1,044 mosques in Bulgaria with their respective boards of
trustees. The state is gradually withdrawing its support
and state subsidies ceased almost entirely in 1992. The
necessary funds and donations for the construction of new
mosques are supplied from abroad, from the World Mus-
lim League and a number of Islamic charity organsations
and funds (mostly in the Middle East and Iran).

The Bulgarian press often uses the increased influence
of Islam and the likelihood of the penetration of fundamen-
talist sects to manipulate its readers. Some ostentatious po-
lice actions were held which ended in driving foreigners
out of the country by accusing them of illegal religious ac-
tivities or irregular address registration. Special emphasis
is given to the danger of the penetration of various Islamic
sects (the name ‘Muslim brothers” is most often given as
an example). These warnings are most often given from
the chief mufti’s office dominated by Nedim Gendjev and
the actual dimension of this penetration of fundamentalist
ideas is strongly exaggerated.
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The reaction of Bulgarian public opinion to the minor-
ity issue, and in particular to the issue of the Bulgarian
Muslims, is quite interesting. Bulgaria deliberately kept
postponing its accession to the European Convention
for the Protection of National Minorities adopted by the
Council of Europe. Only in autumn 1997 was the conven-
tion signed by President Peter Stoyanov, after continuous
pressure from the Council of Europe. Bulgaria was one of
the last countries to sign the convention after it had already
been ratified by a sufficient number of states and was go-
ing to be enforced, irrespectively of the Bulgarian position.
The Bulgarian president gave his signature to the conven-
tion and immediately afterwards addressed the Bulgarian
people, stating that the convention would be applied only
after a public debate and its ratification by parliament with
a special ratifying resolution. The MRF was the only po-
litical power that supported the signing of the convention
with no preliminary stipulations (which would actually
deprive it of its meaning). This opinion was shared among
rather limited social circles...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-
litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.

Figures and emigration patterns

Defining the number of the Turkish and the other Muslim
minorities in Bulgaria has turned out to be a rather compli-
cated task due to the shortcomings of the statistical meth-
ods used in population censuses and due to the widely
popular phenomenon of ‘preferential ethnic affiliation’.
Some population groups (Gypsies, Tartars, Bulgarian
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Muslims) sometimes, for various reasons, prefer to declare
themselves as belonging to another ethnic group (most of-
ten “Turkish’ because of the syncretic concept of ethnic and
religious affiliation in the Balkans). This specific phenom-
enon of feigned (or deliberately hidden) identity is a great
obstacle to all attempts to obtain more precise information
about the number of people belonging to each ethnic group
in the Balkans. Often it is the reason for amazing discrep-
ancies in the studies of different researchers. Even if the
available statistical data from regular population censuses
are used, they should be taken with a pinch of salt and al-
ways subjected to additional analyses and evaluation.

Population censuses were carried out on a regular basis
in Bulgaria after the end of Ottoman rule and the estab-
lishment of an independent Bulgarian state in 1878. The
last such census was held in 1992. A review of the data
available from the censuses, combined with the data on the
migration processes of the Turkish and the other Muslim
minorities, can help to specify their numbers and the way
they have changed throughout the years. However, we
must explicitly state that the numbers are more or less ap-
proximate and their additional verification is often impos-
sible.

We do not need to present all the data available. It
would be sufficient to merely select the most important
points which would give us a clear idea about the number
of the Turkish minority. For example, in 1900, there were
531,240 Turks in Bulgaria or 14.2 percent of the total popu-
lation; in 1920, 520,339 Turks or 10.7 percent of the total
population; in 1946, 675,500 Turks or 9.6 percent of the to-
tal population; in 1956, 656,025 Turks or 8.6 percent of the
total population; in 1965, 780,928 Turks or 9.5 percent of
the total population; in 1975, 730,728 Turks or 8.4 percent
of the total population, and the census of 1992 registered

45



800,052 Turks or 9.4 percent of the Bulgarian population
(Results of the Population Census: 1994, XXV-XXVI).

The most recent population census in the Republic of
Bulgaria was held in March 2001. Currently, more than
one year after that census, the final data are not yet pub-
lished. According to preliminary data from this census,
758,000 people or 9.4 percent of the total population of
Bulgaria declared themselves to be Turks. The majority of
Turks live in rural areas; 19.5 percent of the population in
rural areas are Turks; in towns, Turks form 5.1 percent of
the population. There are high concentrations of Turkish
populations in the provinces of Kardjali (103,000 persons),
Razgrad (70,000), Shumen (62,000), Burgas (61,000), Tar-
govishte (50,000), Silistra (48,000). More than half (52.0
percent) of the Bulgarian Turks live in these provices. The
mother tongue of 771,000 persons (9.7 percent of the over-
all Bulgarian population) is Turkish. The Muslim popula-
tion (Sunnis and Shiites) comprises 966,000 persons, or 12.1
percent.

These figures should be compared with the emigration
data from Bulgaria, although these are also approximations
and sometimes no data is available (for example, there is no
such information for the first twenty years of the 20th cen-
tury, i.e. the time of the two Balkan wars and World War I).
According to statistics, we can discern four major waves of
Turkish emigration from Bulgaria after 1930:

1931-1941: 100,000 persons
1947-1951: 156,000 persons
1969-1978: 114,000 persons
1989-1992: 362,000 persons

(Results of the Population Census: 1994, XXVIII).
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For the period 1992-2002 there is a lack of exact emigra-
tion data; estimates range from 200,000 to 300,000 persons.
However, all data of this kind are only approximate and
doubtful.

Unfortunately, there is no precise information about
how many of these migrants are Turks and how many
Bulgarian Muslims and Gypsies identifying themselves as
Turks. Many such instances of preferential ethnic affilia-
tion have occurred, but the policy of the host country (Tur-
key) towards them varies. Bulgarian Muslims are easily ac-
cepted, although they often do not speak Turkish, and are
gradually integrated into the Turkish society. They (and
their descendants) are quick in acquiring Turkish ethnic
identity without losing entirely their group characteristic
of ‘“Turks from the Rhodopes’ (such as the Association of
Turks From the Rhodopes in Turkey that works toward
uniting the descendants of former immigrants from Bul-
garia). However, the attitude towards the Gypsies trying
to emigrate to Turkey is completely opposite. The Turkish
authorities are quite skeptical towards Gypsies’ claim of
Turkish identity (although they can even speak Turkish)
and often do not allow them to cross the border (usually
this decision is taken on the basis of their phenotype). Each
of the above listed waves of emigration has been accompa-
nied by Gypsies attempting to present themselves as Turks
and thus emigrate, and their subsequent failure to cross
the border. Certainly, there are some instances of Gypsy
families or individuals who have managed to pass border
controls and are now settled in Turkey, but these are more
of an exception to the rule.

We have to emphasise the fact that these migrations
do not always take place in one direction. The migration
movements between 1989 and 1992 provide an illustration
of this. Initially, during the so-called ‘great excursion” in
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summer 1989, the wave of migrants moved in the direction
Bulgaria-Turkey, and all the extended families comprising
several generations participated in this migration. There is
no precise information about the number of people who
crossed the border in summer 1989 (until it was closed
on the Turkish side); the approximate number given is
more than 300,000. However, some migrants returned to
Bulgaria, driven by the hardships of settlement and inte-
gration in Turkey, as early as autumn of that same year,
and even more in the following year, when the Communist
regime in Bulgaria collapsed and democratic changes were
on the rise. This phenomenon went hand in hand with a
gender and age differentiation of the migrants; some of the
younger people with no family obligations remained in
Turkey. When emigration was resumed in 1991-1992, the
migrants concerned were of another type: It was mostly
the able-bodied and fit to work men and women who left
for Turkey, whereas the older people stayed behind to take
care of the children...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-

litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.
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Ethnic group
Possible answers: Bulgarian, Turkish, Gypsy, Tartar,
Jewish, Armenian, Kizilbash, Cherkez, Gagaouz, other

(specity).

Mother tongue
Possible answers: Bulgarian, Turkish, Gypsy, other (spec-

ify).

Religion (specifying the “historically defined affiliation of
the individual or his/her parents and ancestors to a given
religious group®)

Possible answers: Eastern Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant,
Sunni Muslim, Shiite Muslim, Jew, Armenian-Gregorian,
other (specify).

This questionnaire elicited a lot of comments, especially
the expression ”historically determined religious affilia-
tion” , which neglected the freedom of individual religious
choice (or the lack of religious affiliation).

In the census, the population of Bulgaria was deter-
mined as a total of 8,487,317 persons, split as follows:

Ethnic groups

Bulgarians 7,271,185
Turks 800,052
Gypsies 313,396
Tartars 4,515
Jews 3,461
Armenians 13,677
Others 81,031
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Mother tongue

Bulgarian 7,275,717

Turkish 813,639

Gypsies 310,425

Other 87,536
Religion
Eastern Orthodox 7,274,592
Catholic 53,074
Protestant 21,878
Sunni Muslim 1,026,758
Shiite Muslim 83,537
Jews 258
Armenian-Gregorian 9,672
Others 643
Followers of Peter Dunov 315
None 8,481

These numbers should by no means be perceived as a
precise reflection of the actual situation in Bulgaria. As
we have already mentioned, they are especially uncertain
in respect to Gypsies, whose actual number should be ap-
proximately two to three times higher. Nevertheless, the
results of the census provide sufficient material for addi-
tional analysis, especially as far as the correlation of data
from different indicators is concerned. Based on the above,
and considering other additional factors and circumstanc-
es, we can present a demographic overview of the Turkish
and the other Muslim minorities in Bulgaria.
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There is no doubt that the Turks are the biggest Muslim
minority in Bulgaria, although their numbers, as given in
the census, should not be taken at face value. The phenom-
enon of “preferential ethnic affiliation” applies especially to
the Bulgarian Gypsies. Their preferential affiliation most
often is Turkish, especially as concerns Turkish-speaking
Gypsies scattered in Eastern Bulgaria. These Gypsies can
be encountered in big cities, as well as in a number of rural
areas. Their exact number is hardly to estimate, as well as
the degree of their changing (or changed) identity. Accord-
ing to a confidential document from the time of the “proc-
ess of revival’, more than half of the Gypsies in Bulgaria
pretend to be Turks; however, this statement is rather ex-
aggerated. Similar processes of pretended Turkish identity
can be observed among some Bulgarian Muslims (see be-
low for more details). The calculations regarding Bulgarian
Muslims are more complicated, but we can expect that the
actual number of the Turkish population in Bulgaria is less
than the number declared in the census, which keeps drop-
ping because of continuous emigration to Turkey.

In terms of territory, the Turkish minority concentrates
on specific provinces of the country, mostly in Eastern Bul-
garia. The data from the census can be used to give at least
an approximate idea about the concentration of the Turk-
ish population in each province. These provinces (defined
according to the former districts) are Burgas (ca. 60,000),
Varna (more than 30,000), Veliko Turnovo (ca. 20,000),
Kurdjali (ca. 140,000), Pazardjik (more than 20,000), Pleven
(ca.15,000), Plovdiv (ca. 50,000), Razgrad (ca. 80,000), Russe
(ca. 35,000), Sliven (ca. 20,000), Stara Zagora (ca. 20,000),
Silistra (ca. 50,000), Dobritch (ca. 35,000), Turgovishte (ca.
50,000), Shumen (ca. 65,000), Haskovo (more than 30,000).
In the other provinces, the number of people who defined
themselves as Turks in the census is less than 10,000, ex-
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cept the region of Blagoevgrad (more than 35,000), but this
is a more specific situation which we will discuss later (the
so-called “Yakoruda’ case).

The majority of Bulgarian Turks are Sunni Muslims,
far less numerous are the Shiite Muslims, the so-called
‘Alevi’, who are often called ‘Kizilbashi” by the surround-
ing population. The ‘Kizilbash” item was included in the
census with the rather obvious intention of defining their
community as an ethnic minority different from the Turks.
However, this intention yielded no results. According to
the 1992 census there are 83,537 Shiite Muslims in Bulgaria
(most of the Alevi do not know that they are Shiite Mus-
lims, since this term itself is unknown to them), and Turk-
ish is the “mother tongue” of 58,060 of them. For 18,342 of
the Shiite Muslims their “mother tongue’ is Gypsy, but in
reality Gypsies can hardly gain access to the closed Alevi
communities. The Alevi are internally divided into “sects’
(such as the Bektashi in the province of Kurdjali) and most
of them live in villages in the provinces of Razgrad, Turgo-
vishte, Silistra, Dobritch, Shumen, Haskovo, Kurdjali and
elsewhere.

Another relatively large Muslim community in Bulgar-
ia are the Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks). The greater part of
this primarily rural population live mainly in the region
of the Rhodope mountains. Furthermore, there is a small
Pomak enclave (a few villages) along the northern slopes
of Middle Stara Planina (the Balkan mountain) in the
area around the town of Teteven. In the 1950s and 1960s
many Bulgarian Muslims migrated towards northeastern
Bulgaria (the provinces of Razgrad, Turgovishte, Veliko
Turnovo and others), where they live in villages, scattered
among the local Turkish population. Their preferential
ethnic affiliation has a rather interesting geographically
determined structure. For example, in the Western Rho-
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dopes Bulgarian Muslims pretend to be Turks, in the Mid-
dle Rhodopes they pretend to be Bulgarians, and in the
Eastern Rhodopes and northeastern Bulgaria they prefer to
describe their ethnic identity with the neutral term ‘Mus-
lims’. In some places there is a tendency to create another
identity, uniquely their own, which is most often related
to the term ‘Pomaks’. A quasi-historical mythology is cre-
ated on the level of folklore to support this belief, such as
legends telling of Arabs who settled in the Rhodopes as far
back as the time of the Byzantine Empire (8" to 9" centu-
ries) and brought Islam to the land and its people.

The number of this population cannot be defined pre-
cisely. According to the 1992 census, there were 170,934
Sunni Muslims living in Bulgaria, whose mother tongue
was Bulgarian. According to unofficial information by the
National Institute of Statistics, this figure has beem ‘cor-
rected” (which would hardly be something unprecedented
for Bulgarian statistics). However, the actual data from the
census were the following: about 120,000 people declared
themselves as Bulgarians practising Islam, whose mother
tongue was Bulgarian; about 60,000 declared themselves
as Turks practizing Islam, whose mother tongue was Bul-
garian; about 65,000 defined their ethnic affiliation as ‘Po-
mak’. Certainly, we should always be careful to view these
figures with some scepticism, but based on the category
of “preferential ethnic affiliation’, we can roughly estimate
the actual number of the Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks) to
be about 250,000 persons.

According the preliminary results from the census of
March 2001, 83,000, persons or 1.2 percent of the popula-
tion declared themselves to be Bulgarian Muslims. This
figure demonstrates once again that the processes of
changing ethnic identity continue to be dynamic.
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The number of Muslim Gypsies is equally unclear.
According to the 1992 census, 104,831 persons were reg-
istered as Muslim Sunni Gypsies and 18,342 persons as
Muslim Shiite Gypsies whose mother tongue is Gypsy. We
have to consider not only the instances of “preferential eth-
nic affiliation’, whereby some Gypsies pretend to be Turks
(some of these Muslim Gypsies are Turkish-speaking), but
also the specific Gypsy religious consciousness.’ In general
terms, Muslim Gypsies live in the provinces with a high
Turkish population, and in western Bulgaria they are
‘Turkish Gypsies” (i.e. Muslims) only in their memories,
since they have changed their religion over the last hun-
dred years and converted to Christianity.

The Tartars settled in Bulgarian lands at the time of
the Ottoman Empire, and their settlements grew after the
Crimean war when the Paris Treaty of 1856 allowed Tar-
tars and Cherkez from the Crimea to leave Russia and set-
tle in the Balkans. Some Tartars from the Crimea migrated
to Turkey at different periods, others remained in Bulgaria
and still live there. They underwent a long-lasting process
of losing their mother tongue and identity which finally
caused them to blend with the Turkish minority. In the
2001 census, 4,515 persons declared themselves to be Tar-
tars, and 7,883 persons declared Tartar to be their mother
tongue. Their actual number is probably bewteen 10,000
and 15,000, living mostly in the provinces of Dobritch, Sil-
istra, Russe, Shumen and elsewhere.

Most Cherkez living in Bulgarian lands left the country
after the war between Russia and Turkey (1877/1878), and
the few who stayed behind are almost completely assimi-
lated to the Turkish minority. At present the Cherkez in
Bulgaria no longer exist as a separate community. These
573 persons who declared themselves as Cherkez in the
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1992 census probably are no more than a few remaining
individual cases.

When we speak about the Turkish minority in Bulgaria,
we usually mention the group of ‘Gagaouz’. These are
Turkish-speaking people, practising Orthodox Christian-
ity and living mostly in the provinces of Varna and Shu-
men. Many hypotheses have tried to explain the origin of
the Gagaouz. Two theories are now dominant. The first is
that Gagaouz are descendants of Turk peoples (Old Bul-
garians, Uz, Kumans) who came from the north during
the First Bulgarian Kingdom. The second theory claims
that they are descendants of Turk people who came from
Asia Minor and settled on Bulgarian territory during the
Ottoman Empire. At present, the Gagaouz are actively as-
suming Bulgarian identity, and in the 1992 census 1,478
persons declared themselves as Gagaouz. Their actual
number must be in the range of 5,000 to 10,000 persons.

The disadvantages of the census, as well as the height-
ened sensitivity of Bulgarian society fostered by political
activities, culminated in some bizarre events, the most cu-
rious being the “Yakoruda case’. As early as the eve of the
1992 census, the Bulgarian press started a strong campaign
against the “Adangers’ of turning the Bulgarian Muslims
into Turks. In response to this campaign, on 19 November
1992 the parliament organised a special inquiry commit-
tee, comprising of representatives of all that parliamentary
groups and headed by Vassil Zlatarev (UDF), to investigate
the problems in the Western Rhodopes. In the 1992 census,
35,975 persons in the region of Blagoevgrad, mostly in the
Gotse Delchev and Yakoruda counties, had declared them-
selves as Turks with Turkish as their mother tongue. These
figures stirred up the media and society even further. Hav-
ing visited the areas of Gotse Delchev and Satovcha, the
committee delivered a report to the Parliament, signed by
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all the committee members (representatives of BSP and
UDF), except of Arif Mustakli (MRF). Some of the conclu-
sions and recommendations made in the report deserve

mentioning;:
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The population in the villages along the Mesta river, in the
Western Rhodopes and Eastern Rila Mountains neither
use nor know Turkish [...]. The Mohammedan religion is
identified with Turkish ethnic national affiliation which
serves a foreign doctrine. [...] The toponymic system,
seen in all its aspects, refers to the presence of a Bulgarian
population from older times until nowadays. Throughout
the years and centuries, Bulgarian family names, Bulgar-
ian place names, including Christian customs, have been
preserved. [...] Due to the systematic mistakes of the cen-
sus-takers, and due to other reasons as well, the results
in items 11, 12 and 13 of the census lists (ethnic affilia-
tion, mother tongue and religion) will be deformed. The
characteristics in these items are interrelated, they interact
with each other, hence the final combinations (between
ethnos, religion and mother tongue) are impossible as
a total combination; and the results are illogical, instead
of historically true (Bulgarian, Mohammedan, Bulgarian
mother tongue). [...] The principle of voluntary determina-
tion of ethnic affiliation and mother tongue of the students
as well as of the whole population, was not internally vio-
lated and instances of direct physical violence were not
registered. [...]

The analysis of this abundant information shows that the
active participation of local authorities and administration
has been geared towards making Bulgarian Muslims be-
lieve that they are Turks. At the same time, the Bulgarian
Christians are being pressured, they feel uncertain and
hopeless, reinforced by the complete lack of interest of
state institutions.

All attempts to inspire Turkish ethnic self-consciousness
should be interrupted immediately. A comprehensive
policy towards this population should be adopted in or-
der to achieve national consolidation and true national
unity.

On the basis of these observations the Inquiry Committee
suggests that the Parliament should take the following
decisions:

1. Declare invalid the results of items 11, 12 and 13 of the
census, held in December 1992 (ethnic affiliation, mother
tongue and religion).

2. [...] Make all materials collected available to the Council
of Ministers and the Prosecutor’s Office in view of obtain-
ing their opinion on the issue. [...]

3. The parliamentary groups, through their authorised
representatives, should make a statement in Parliament
regarding the nature of Bulgarian Mohammedans: Bul-
garians who were forcibly converted to Islam after 1628
or Turks who have forgotten their language as a result of
Bulgarian violence after 1912.

The report of the Inquiry Committee was subjected to par-
liamentary discussions on 21 January 1993, but the debate
did not start before 21 May 1993. After several stormy
debates, on 17 September 1993 parliament voted in favour
of a special decision, declaring invalid the results obtained
from items 11, 12 and 13 of the census (ethnic affiliation,
mother tongue and religion) held in the Yakoruda and
Gotse Delchev counties as “irrelevant to the actual circum-
stances”. The decision was supported with 165 votes out of
186 (the representatives of BSP and UDF voted in favour of
the decision); the parliamentary group of MRF (whose gov-
ernment was in power at that time) opposed this decision.

The population census of 1992 does not present us a last
insight into the situation of the Turkish and the other Mus-
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lim minorities in Bulgaria. As we have already mentioned,
emigration to Turkey is continuing. The queues in front
of the Turkish consulates in Plovdiv, Burgas and Varna
are an every-day phenomenon. The problem of separated
families and the illegal smuggling of children to Turkey is
especially poignant...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-
litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.

Concluding remarks

The Turkish and other Muslim minorities in Bulgaria have
walked along a lengthy and complex road. We can hardly
expect their development to have reached a conclusion or
their present situation to be the final one. On the contrary,
we have to remember that we are living in very dynamic
and continuously changing times. The changes will affect
not only the migration movements, but the quantitative
parameters of the Turkish and other Muslim communities
as well. We are now witnessing a rapid development of a
number of ‘qualitative’ parameters, such as key tendencies
of identity development, which are most typical of Bulgar-
ian Muslims...

Please refer to our forthcoming publication “Migration and Po-

litical Intervention. Diasporas in Transition Countries” for the
complete text.
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Notes

For further details refer to Marushiakova and Popov: 2004, Migra-
tion and Political Intervention, Gypsies in Transition Countries.
Berlin.

2 The Great National Assembly had 400 seats. Important for the
number of MPs was the new election law based on the principle of
proportion which defined a four percent barrier for parliamentary
representation.

*  For more details see: Marushiakova and Popov: 2004, Migration and
Political Intervention, Gypsies in Transition Countries. Berlin.

*  See: Marushiakova and Popov: 2004, Migration and Political Inter-
vention, Gypsies in Transition Countries. Berlin.

® For further details refer to Marushiakova and Popov: 2004, Migra-

tion and Political Intervention, Gypsies in Transition Countries.

Berlin
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