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 The education of Turkish speakers in Bulgaria is discussed within two 
 broad historical periods: patterns of education established during the  
 long period of Ottoman rule, and the changes that have taken place 
 in these patterns since Bulgarian independence in 1878. The paper pays 
 close attention to what appear to be two conflicting trends in the  
 education of Turkish speakers since the establishment of communist 
 power in Bulgaria after World War II. Immediately following World 
 War II, the Bulgarian government’s policies toward Turkish speakers  
 were marked by substantial freedom in educational and cultural matters. 
 Beginning in the early 1960s this freedom this freedom has been significantly 
 reduced. These two trends make sense if Bulgarian government policies  
 are seen in relation to developments in Soviet nationality policy. The paper 
 concludes that present government policies are aimed at the homogenization  
 of linguistic and cultural diversity in the country.   
 
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the changes in the education of Turkish 

speakers in Bulgaria within two broad historical periods: the patterns of education 

that were established during the long period of ottoman rule, and the changes that 

have taken place in these patterns since Bulgarian independence from Ottoman rule 

in 1878. 

     Section 1 briefly summarizes the history of Turkish speakers in Bulgaria; sec-

tion 2 describes educational conditions during the Ottoman period and immediately 

following Bulgarian independence; sections, 3, 4, and 5 discuss two conflicting 

trends in the education of Turkish speakers since the consolidation of power by the 

Communist Party in Bulgaria following World War II; the concluding section at-

tempts to explain the reasons behind recent developments. 

 
I.     A BRIEF HISTORICAL SKETCH OF TURKIC SPEAKERS 
       IN BULGARIA  
 
Turkic speaking populations have a long history in Bulgaria.  The Dobrudzha  
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region and the Maritsa River valley of the country have served as natural routes for 

a number of Turkic speaking groups to invade the Balkans, as a refuge for those 

pushed out by their rivals from the Asian steppe, as well as transit points between 

Europe and Asia. Turkic groups which have passed through or settled in Bulgaria 

have included the Huns, Avars, Bulgars, Pechenegs, Uz, Kipchaks (Cumans), Ta-

tars, and Turks among others.1 Of these, the Bulgars founded an independent state 

north of the Balkan Mountains toward the end of the seventh century to which they 

gave the name of Bulgaria. Within two centuries, the Bulgars had conquered most 

of the Balkan Peninsula and established a Greater Bulgaria stretching from the 

shores of the Adriatic Sea to those of the Black Sea (Ülküsal 1966: 15-17). Howev-

er, because of their small numbers and lack of reinforcements, the Bulgars rapidly 

assimilated into the native Slavic population. The adoption of Christianity by the 

Bulgar rulers in 865 accelerated the pace of assimilation. By the end of the ninth 

century, the Bulgars had become thoroughly Slavicized and Christianized (Hristov 

1980: 25-35). 

     The earliest recorded settlement of Turkish speakers from Anatolia in Bulgaria 

dates to the middle of the thirteenth century. These Turkish speaking Muslims 

came under strong Christian missionary pressure and many of them returned to An-

atolia at the beginning of the fourteenth century, while those who remained behind 

became Christians. Today their descendants, the Gagauz, live in the Dobrudzha re-

gion of Bulgaria and Romania (Ülküsal 1966: 17-18; see especially Wittek 1952). 

     The more permanent settlement of Turkish speakers in Bulgaria dates from the 

second half of the fourteenth century. During this time, the Cantacuzenus and Pale-

ologus families, rivals to the Byzantine throne, used Turkish mercenaries in their 

struggles with one another. The Turks were allowed to establish a temporary base 

on the European side of the Dardanelles near Gallipoli which was turned into a 

permanent base soon after. Within a century the Ottomans would use this European 

bridgehead to conquer most of the Balkans and with the conquest of Constantinople 

in 1453 put an end to the Byzantine Empire (Pitcher 1972: 39-51; Inalcik 1973: 9).   

     The Ottoman expansion into the Balkans under Murad I and his successors was 

accomplished by the colonization of strategic areas in the region with settlers from 
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Anatolia. After the defeat of Bayezid I at the battle of Angora by the forces of Ti-

mur the Lame in 1402, the Ottomans abandoned their Anatolian possessions for a 

while and considered the Balkans as their real home, making Adrianople (Edirne) 

their capital. As result, a fresh exodus of Anatolian Turks immigrated into the Bal-

kans. By the end of the sixteenth century certain parts of Bulgaria had become 

strongly Turkicized. Inalcik notes (1960: 1303) that in southeast Bulgaria, accord-

ing to the surveys conducted in the 1520s, the Muslim population was already in 

the majority. Along with Greek, Turkish became a major lingua franca for trade 

and communications among different groups in the Balkans.  

     During and following the Russo-Turkish War (1876-1878), large numbers of 

Turks and other Muslims left Bulgaria with the retreating Turkish armies. Substan-

tial numbers also left during and following the Balkan wars and World War I in 

accordance with compulsory exchange of population agreements between Greece, 

Bulgaria, and Turkey, the warring parties (Psomiades). Since World War II, the 

emigration of Bulgarian Turks to Turkey had proceeded under various bilateral 

agreements 

TABLE I 
Nationality Composition of the Bulgarian Population in the Censuses of 1926, 1956, and 1965 

(King 1973, 262  
          ______________________________________________________________ 
           1926             1956          1965 
             Nationality Number     Percent Number     Percent Number     Percent  
            __________________________________________________________________________ 
             
 Bulgarians2 4,557,706   83.2                  6,506,541   85.5                 7,259,147   88.2 
 Turks                      557,552   10.5                     656,025     8.6      746,755     9.1 
 Gypsies3                       --          --                       197,865     2.6                          --           -- 
 Macedonians4               --          --      187,789     2.5                        8,750      0.1 
 Others                     363,483     6.3                       65,489      0.8                    211,912     2.6 
 
 TOTAL:  5,478,741   7,613,709   8,226,564 
             __________________________________________________________________________ 
 
between Greece, Bulgaria, and Turkey, the warring parties (Psomiades 1968). Since 

World War II, the emigration of Bulgarian Turks to Turkey has proceeded under 

various bilateral agreements between the two countries. High birth rates among 

Bulgarian Turks have just kept pace with recent emigration, keeping the percentage 

of Turks within the total population of Bulgaria stable since World War I, at be-
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tween eight and ten percent (see Table I). Today, of the approximately one-and-a-

half million Turkish speakers in the Balkans, more than half are in Bulgaria.  

 
II.   EDUCATION IN BULGARIA DURING THE OTTOMAN 
PERIOD    
 
From the beginning of the Ottoman state, certain groups within the state were per-
mitted to retain their independence as separate ethno-religious communities under 
certain conditions. According to Sugar (1977: 3, 5): 
 
Any monotheist who accepted the political supremacy of Islam and was willing to live in a Muslim 
state under stipulated conditions became a zimmi, a protected person. . . This protection extended 
beyond the religious freedom. . . It involved a sort of self-government that under the Ottomans be-
came institutionalized as the millet system, which was basically a minority home rule policy based 
on religious affiliation.  
 
Sugar (1977: 46; see also pp. 47-49, 252-279) goes on to note that each millet had 

its own leader (milletbaşı) chosen by the Sultan and given “full ecclesiastical pow-

ers and jurisdiction.” He also “acquired legal powers in those areas, such as mar-

riage, divorce, and inheritance that were regulated by canon law.” As long as these 

millets fulfilled their political obligations to the state, they were free, within limits, 

to organize their cultural, religious, and educational institutions in accordance with 

their own needs and desires.5 The principle of ethno-religious autonomy in the or-

ganization of educational institutions survived relatively intact in Bulgaria until af-

ter World War II. 

     When Bulgaria gained its independence from Ottoman rule in 1878, Bulgarian 

governments made a number of attempts to introduce reforms into the existing edu-

cational systems. These reforms were aimed primarily at providing schooling for 

all children, and making the teaching of Bulgarian language compulsory in all non-

Bulgarian schools. For a variety of reasons, such as the instability of post-

independence governments, lack of resources, poor communication with rural are-

as, and, most importantly, the maintenance of the principle of communal autonomy 

with regard to school organization, these reforms had little impact on traditional 

patterns of education. These problems and the attendant poor quality of education 

in Bulgaria were to persist until after World War II. 
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     An important study by Negentsov and Vanev (1959) of education in southeast-

ern Bulgaria, covering the period between 1879 and 1885, illustrates the ethno-

religious organization of schooling in Bulgaria (see Table II). Moreover, this study 

shows that traditional schools provided a very limited education to a limited seg-

ment of the population and that the new compulsory education law introduced in 

1879 had little impact on traditional patterns of school attendance. Most of the stu-

dents were male (70 percent among Bulgarian students; almost exclusively male 

among Turkish students), and it appears that in spite of compulsory education laws 
TABLE II   

Number of Elementary Schools and Elementary School Students in Eastern Rumelia: 1880-1883 
(from Negentsov and Vanev 1959, 128-129) 

          _______________________________________________________________ 
               1880-1881                1881-1882                     1882-1883 
          Nationality       Schools   Students     Schools    Students        Schools    Students 
          ________________________________________________________________ 
          Bulgarian     866      49,268        852           53,004     866     51,288 
          Turkish   771      26,390        770           29,000     763     27,113 
          Greek             58       3,925           59             4,088       48       3,471 
          Jewish     13          818           13    780       14          918 
         Armenian       4          190             5    233          5           201 
       
          TOTAL:  1,712     80,59        1,699            86,905       1,696      82,991 
         ________________________________________________________________  
 
 
35 to 50 percent of school-age children did not attend school during the period un-

der study. For example, in 1883 only 64 percent of Bulgarian children attended 

school; the percentage was even lower among Greek and Turkish children. Moreo-

ver, many children who started attending classes at the beginning of the school year 

did not complete the year. Of those who completed a year, many failed to graduate 

from elementary school and of these who graduated from elementary school, very 

few continued their education any further (Negentsov and Vanev 1959: 129).6  

     No significant improvements in education were made in Bulgaria between the 

two world wars. The various governments in Bulgaria were faced with a number of 

serious problems that impeded their attempts to improve the educational system of 

the country. Among others, these problems included the lack of adequately trained 

teachers, shortage of funds, mass illiteracy, and the reluctance of parents to dis-

pense with the valuable labor of their children. The education that was available 
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was of very poor quality. Stavrianos (1958: 605) summarizes the quality of educa-

tion in the Balkan countries between the two world wars in the following terms: 

 
The nature of teaching in the lower schools left much to be desired. The teachers were poorly 
trained and the classrooms were overcrowded because of the lack of funds with which to provide 
more schools. As a result, the pupils rarely received more than a grounding in the ‘three R’s,’ to-
gether with a healthy dose of nationalistic indoctrination. They were taught to look back to their 
respective periods of glory and greatness during the medieval ages and to regard the neighboring 
peoples as inferior in culture, morals, and military prowess (see also Seton-Watson 1970: 263).7 
 
 
          The educational patterns established during the Ottoman period in Bulgaria 

persisted relatively intact into the 1950s. Each ethno-religious group in Bulgaria 

continued to provide education to its members, structure its own curricula, publish 

its own books, newspapers, and journals, and provide appropriate cultural and reli-

gious activities for its members (for a description of educational activities among 

the Dobrudzha Turks see Ülküsal 1966: 105-170). Major changes in these tradi-

tional patterns of education were put into effect only after World War II when the 

Communist Party consolidated its power in Bulgaria. Even then, some of the major 

reforms drawn up by the new government penetrated into remote rural villages very 

slowly.  

 
III.   THE EDUCATION OF TURKISH SPEAKERS IN THE  
PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA   
 
The postwar reorganization of the educational system in Bulgaria was completed 

by the end of 1947. The concept of compulsory education, originally introduced in 

1879, was reaffirmed and a socialist reorientation was adopted for the entire sys-

tem. Over the years, a number of additional reforms have been introduced into the 

educational system, the major thrust of which has been to develop a closer working 

relationship between schools, research institutes, and the various units engaged in 

agricultural and industrial production (Georgeoff 1978). 

     The education of students of non-Bulgarian origin in Bulgaria is spelled out in 

Article 79 of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria approved by the 

Grand National Assembly on December 4, 1947: 
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Citizens have a right to education. Education is secular, with a democratic and progressive spirit. 
National minorities have a right to be educated in their vernacular and to develop their national 
cultures, while the study of Bulgarian is mandatory (Triska 1968: 163; emphasis added).   
 
Article 79 also affirms that education in Bulgaria is compulsory and free, that it is 

under state control, and that the state has full responsibility for providing quality 

education to all of its citizens. The Constitution as amended in 1961 reaffirms the 

provisions of Article 79 (Triska 1968: 176-77). However, in Article 45 of the new 

Constitution, adopted on May 16, 1971, there is a crucial change in the language 

with respect to the education of students of non-Bulgarian origin. The article mere-

ly states that “citizens who are not of Bulgarian origin have a right to learn their 

national language” (Knowles 1977: 692). The previous guarantee of their right to 

be educated in their native language, and their right to develop their national cul-

tures, is eliminated. The constitutional changes in language policy reflect the 

changing attitude of the government toward its minorities and are mirrored in con-

crete changes in the educational institutions and programs provided to minority 

groups, including Turks. 

     In the following pages I concentrate specifically on the changing experience of 

Turkish speakers in Bulgaria since 1947. Since what little documentary evidence 

there is available on the topic of education of Turkish speakers during the period 

consist almost entirely of broad ideological pronouncements, this discussion is 

based primarily on my own experiences, observations, and research among Turkish 

speakers in Bulgaria. 

     My educational experience in Bulgaria includes four years of primary school in 

my native village of Avramovo, three years in a regional school in Rusalsko, three 

years of high school (gimnazia) in Ardino, and one year of vocational school in 

Kurdzhali. From first through the seventh grade instruction was entirely in Turkish, 

except language courses in Bulgarian, Russian, and French, while in high school 

and vocational school instruction was in Bulgarian. 

     The research for this part of the paper was carried out during several short trips 

to Bulgaria as a guest of my family between 1971 and 1982. Since anthropological 

research on ‘sensitive’ topic is almost impossible in Bulgaria, my research had to 

be conducted in an unofficial manner. During these trips, I visited a number of 
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Turkish speaking communities in southeastern and north central Bulgaria; visited 

libraries and bookstores in these regions; analyzed the contents of Turkish language 

newspapers and journals as well as several Bulgarian history textbooks; engaged in 

unstructured conversations and interviews with people I knew and could trust, as 

well as listened to conversations in restaurants, on the streets, and other public 

place.  

 
IV.   EDUCATION TRENDS FROM 1947 UNTIL THE  
EARLY 1960s  
 
The education of Turkish speakers in the People’s Republic of Bulgaria can rough-

ly be divided into two periods: the first period, marked by substantial freedom in 

educational and cultural matters, as reflected in the Constitutions of 1947, lasted 

until the early 1960s; the second period, characterized by drastic limitation of this 

freedom, began in the early 1960s and has continued to this day. All indications are 

that the present trends will continue into the future. The language of the new Con-

stitutions reflects a fait accompli because by 1971 the education of Turkish speak-

ers, as well as other minority groups, in their vernacular had virtually come to an 

end. The following section explores the early trends in the education of Turkish 

speakers in the People’s Republic of Bulgaria.  

     The Ottoman practice of delegating responsibility for education to different eth-

no-religious communities persisted in certain regions of Bulgaria, such as the pre-

dominantly Turkish speaking eastern Rhodopes and Dobrudzha, until the early 

1950s. When I began to attend elementary school in my native village of Avramo-

vo during the 1948-49 school year, it was in a two-room school house attached to 

the village mosque. Both the mosque and the school serve the needs of several 

communities of approximately 75 households. All four grades were taught by a 

single teacher who had received his training as a religious cleric. For generations, 

the mosque had had the responsibility for educational matters within the Turkic 

speaking communities in Bulgaria. Not only did the clergy represent the only lit-

erate group in the community, but it was felt that the general thrust of education 

should be to impart basic religious knowledge. Everything else was secondary to 
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the primary religious mission of schools. In 1948, then, I entered an educational 

environment which had remained relatively unchanged for many generations. The 

curriculum (emphasis on religious instruction and the “three R’s”), the methods of 

teaching and discipline (emphasis on memorization and corporal punishment), the 

predominance of males in the student body, the high dropout rate, and the preroga-

tive of parents to pull their children out of school whenever and for whatever rea-

son they liked, had characterized education in the area for as long as anybody could 

remember. These traditional patterns, however, were about to undergo a dramatic 

change. 

     During the 1950-51 school year the first native Bulgarian teacher was appointed 

to our school and the teaching of Bulgarian as a compulsory subject was firmly es-

tablished in our village as well as in other Turkish villages throughout the eastern 

Rhodopes. Moreover, the role of the Bulgarian teacher extended beyond teaching 

Bulgarian. He was the official representative of the new government and was 

charged with seeing that the laws of the government in regard to education were 

carried out. He made sure that, to the extent possible, all school age children at-

tended school. He also actively discouraged the teaching of religion and religious 

subjects. Religious instruction literally went underground for a while-- being con-

fined to the basement of the school during after-school hours-- and disappeared al-

together after couple of years. The Bulgarian teaches was also responsible for lay-

ing the groundwork for Young Pioneer and Young Communist organizations in ar-

ea schools. 

     Initially, there was a certain amount of resistance to some provisions of the new 

educational reforms on the part of parents. Specifically, two requirements, the athe-

istic orientation to all instruction and that all school-age girls attend school, were 

vigorously resisted by some. These two requirements, especially the latter, were 

hotly debated during regular Friday meetings at the village mosque. Many felt that 

important traditional values of the community were under attack. At first, the latter 

requirement was not enforced with any consistency. However, those parents who 

insisted in keeping their daughters at home were confronted by the Bulgarian 

teacher along with some educated members of the community and accused of har-
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boring anti-socialist sentiments. They were threatened with heavy fines and jail 

terms. Nevertheless, few girls continued their education beyond the fourth grade, 

and almost none beyond the seventh grade. Later on, compulsory education for all 

children through the seventh grade, and since 1969 through the eight grade, has 

been enforced to the limit of the law. 

     In addition to the implementation and enforcement of compulsory education for 

all school-age children, a number of other reforms were introduced as well. School 

curriculum was expanded by the addition of courses in history, literature, geogra-

phy, and physical education classes at the primary level, and courses in physics, 

chemistry, algebra and trigonometry, French, Russian, among others, at the second-

ary level. A comprehensive examination system was devised through which stu-

dents graduating from secondary schools could be channeled into technical schools, 

teacher-training institutes, or higher educational institutions. Such decisions were 

often arbitrary, based on ideological and economic requirements rather than student 

preferences. The guiding principle in such decisions was an attempt to establish a 

close working relationship between schools, research establishments, and people 

engaged in agricultural and industrial production. Education was seen as the princi-

pal instrument for socialist reconstruction of the country. The result of these educa-

tional reforms to date has been the virtual elimination of illiteracy among the 

younger generation. The institution of adult literary classes in the 1950s has led to 

some increase in literacy among the members of the adult generation; however, the 

results of these programs were not as dramatic as the government statistics on liter-

acy suggest. 

     Concurrently with the establishment and implementation of these educational 

reforms, instruction in Turkish language and the development of Turkish literature 

within a socialist realism framework were being encouraged. The works of leftist 

Turkish writers were readily available in bookstores, libraries, and classrooms. The 

works of many “appropriate” writers, both Bulgarian and foreign, were translated 

into Turkish. In the southeastern region of Bulgaria, where Turkish speaker pre-

dominated in the population, there were Turkish language schools through the sev-

enth grade. Beyond the seventh grade, instruction in Turkish was confined to Turk-
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ish teacher training institutes, although some higher education training schools 

(gimnazii) in the eastern Rhodopes included specific subject in the curriculum, such 

as Turkish grammar and Turkish literature, which were taught in Turkish by Turk-

ish teachers.   

     In addition to the above, the government established two Turkish language 

newspapers, Yeni Işık (The New Spark) and Halk Gençliği (The People’s Youth), 

and a Turkish language monthly, Yeni Hayat (The New Life). These Turkish lan-

guage publications, alongside general news coverage, devoted a significant amount 

of space to the works of native poets and writers. Regional Turkish theaters were 

established and amateur folk groups flourished. During the 1950s almost every 

Turkish village had an amateur folk group with a varied repertoire of traditional 

songs, dances, and plays. On national holidays, such as May Day and Independence 

Day (September 9), people from all of the villages in a particular region gathered at 

regional centers to participate in the festivities and competed with one another for 

various honors by performing their particular repertoire of folk songs, dances, and 

skits. Indeed, many members of the Turkish speaking community, even some of 

those who had been skeptical about the intentions of the new government toward 

the Turkish speaking community, began to feel that the new government would en-

courage the development of the Turkish language, literature, and the arts. 

 
V.   EDUCATION TRENDS SINCE THE EARLY 1960s  
 
Unfortunately, this seeming renaissance of Turkish language and culture was short 

lived. Beginning in the early 1960s, the Bulgarian government embarked on a 

forced assimilation policy toward the Turkish speaking community, as well as to-

ward other minorities in Bulgaria, such as the Pomaks, Gypsies, and Macedonians. 

This new policy has led to the gradual elimination of Turkish language instruction 

in Bulgaria. At present in some areas of the country, young Turkish students are 

forbidden to speak with one another in their own native tongue, not only in the 

classrooms but on school grounds during recess as well. Kindergartens in towns 

with substantial Turkish speaking populations are staffed by Bulgarian personnel 

who insist that Turkish children speak with one another exclusively in Bulgarian. 
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Even in Turkish villages the directors of kindergartens are Bulgarian who expect 

the children to speak in Bulgarian among themselves. As a result of these polices, 

the Turkish speaking children who have begun their educational careers since the 

early 1970s do not know how to read and write in their native language. Some, 

among the youngest Turkish children, are losing their facility in the spoken lan-

guage. Others, because of the tension and conflict generated under these conditions, 

psychological and otherwise, are lagging behind in educational achievement in 

comparison with their Bulgarian schoolmates. 

     With the elimination of Turkish language instruction, the publication of the 

works of Turkish writers and the translation of works into Turkish has virtually 

come to an end. While not so long ago such publications were commonplace, today 

even the largest bookstores in the country do not stock any works in Turkish. The 

two Turkish language newspapers and the singly Turkish language monthly are still 

being published; however, more than half of their contents are in Bulgarian. Jam-

ming activities against radio and television broadcasts from Turkey have been in-

tensified during recent years so that Turkish speakers in Bulgaria are not allowed 

access to sources of news in Turkish, especially sources not authorized by the gov-

ernment.8 

     The official explanation for the elimination of Turkish language instruction is 

that studying and learning in two languages at the same time overburdens the Turk-

ish students and causes them to fall behind those who are instructed only in Bulgar-

ian in school performance. Instruction in Bulgarian only, they say, will raise the 

achievement levels of Turkish students and improve their competitiveness vis-à-vis 

their Bulgarian classmates. Arboleda (1982), in her review of the literature on the 

relationship between bilingualism and academic achievement, concludes that there 

is no consistent relationship, either positive or negative, between the two. 

     What has been the reactions of Turkish speakers to these developments? Since 

open dissent, individual or collective, is almost impossible in Bulgaria, reactions to 

government policies on the part of Turkish speakers takes a number of subtle forms 

none of which can effect a change in the direction of these policies. There is often a 

resigned acceptance of the situation reflect in comments such as these: “We are in 
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the land of giaours (infidels) and whatever they tell us we are forced to do.” Older 

people express a concern for the fate of the younger generation; “We are old and 

going to die  soon anyway,” they say, “but we feel sorry for the young people. Most 

of them have already lost their Turkishness. They do not have any respect for their 

elders, their religion, or Islamic traditions.” An there is always the sentiment that 

“someday all of us will be able to emigrate to Turkey and live among our own 

countrymen.” 

     Often, the youngest speakers are the most vocal about educational conditions in 

Bulgaria. One ten-year-old boy summed up the feelings of many. He left no doubt 

as to where he stood on the language question. He said, “I am a Turk, my mother 

tongue is Turkish, I am going to speak Turkish, and no none is going to tell me 

when and where I can speak it.” My talks with other young Turkish speakers sug-

gest that they often get into fight with their Bulgarian classmates over speaking 

Turkish in school. Tension in the schools combined with living in ethnically homo-

geneous neighborhoods, and interacting in ethnically homogeneous friendship 

cliques and peer groups, leads to poor performance in school on the part of many 

Turkish students. Consequently, many of them perform poorly on examinations for 

admittance to higher educational institutions, hence, limited access to training for 

well-paying, high-status jobs. The avowed aim of government policies to improve 

the performance levels and competitiveness of Turkish students remains unful-

filled.  

     Often, Turkish speaking communities have high rates of alcohol consumption 

and alcoholism (in a traditionally low alcohol consumption community), absentee-

ism from work, and loafing on the job. Although these rates may not be any higher 

among Turkish speakers than in the general Bulgarian population, nevertheless, I 

venture to guess that such rates among Turkish speakers are to  to a high degree of 

frustyration deriving from prejudice and discrimination toward them on the part of 

the majority gorup. 

     A complicating factor that tends to stifle the possibility of dissent within the 

Turkish speaking community is the government practice o presenting regulations 

that affect the lives of Turkish speakers in the name of prominent Turkish speaking 
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party members. An impression is created that educational and cultural policies of 

the government represent the desires and aspirations of the Turkish speaking com-

munity itself. As a result, resentment is deflected from the government onto the 

Turkish speaking party members. Whenever the government announces a particular 

regulation that impacts adversely on the Turkish speaking community, people re-

spond by saying, “we can’t blame the Bulgarians for this; it is the work of our own 

people.” 

     These changes toward minorities on the part of the Bulgarian government are 

not entirely capricious. On the contrary, they follow a certain logic, which the con-

cluding section of this paper demonstrates. 

 
VI.   ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS  
 
How are we to interpret the initial liberal attitude of the Bulgarian government to-

ward instruction in the Turkish language and the development and strengthening of 

Turkish literary and cultural institutions, and the recent shift to forced assimilation 

of Turkish speakers? We can start by noting that the Bulgarian government’s ap-

proach to its minorities has closely followed the developments in Soviet nationality 

policy. 

     Initially, some pre-October Revolution Russian Marxists, including most im-

portantly Lenin, had felt that with the establishment of socialism, the forces that 

had supported nationalism, regionalism, and patriotism in capitalist society would 

disappear and the class-conscious workers would cooperate along proletarian lines 

rather than national lines. In this regard, it is instructive to note Lenin’s criticism of 

the program of the Austrian Social Democrats to organize the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire along ethnic lines (Davis 1967). 

     Firs, Lenin considers the slogan of ‘national culture’ a false slogan because, ac-

cording to Lenin (1963a: 246-47), the international culture of the workers “accepts 

from each national culture exclusively those elements that are consistently demo-

cratic and socialist.” Second, separate schools according to nationality are not per-

missible in a socialist state because “segregating schools according to nationality 

would actually and inevitably worsen the conditions of the most backward nations” 
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(1963b: 504; emphasis in original). Third, Lenin rejects the extra-territorial auton-

omy principle and the federalism that it implies on the ground that such a program 

would undermine the internationalist nature of the socialist transformation. He con-

tends that “other conditions being equal, the class-conscious proletariat will always 

stand for the larger state” (1964a: 45; see also 1963a: 247, 249; 1964b: 76-77; 

1964c: 110). 

     However, because of the political exigencies of the post-October Revolution 

Soviet Union, these pronouncements on the nationality question were laid aside and 

the nationality question was redefined precisely along the lines suggested by the 

Austrian Social Democrats! Ethnic unification was seen as a two-level process: at 

the first level, all efforts were to be made to develop individual ethnic identities 

consisted with socialism as expressed in the formula “national in form, socialist in 

content.” This was to be achieved by providing a favorable environment within 

which each ethnic group would be free to develop its language, literature, arts, and 

culture. When this was achieved, then, it was felt, each ethnic group would be 

ready to exchange its separate identity for an overall socialist identity. This process 

came to be known as the convergence-merger dialectic. Rakowska-Harmstone 

(1972: 13) explains the operation of this dialectic in the following terms: 

 
Theoretically, “flourishing” of the cultures of different ethnic groups is possible only through “mu-
tual enrichment”, the growth of which is the necessary condition for a final merger. In the process of 
enrichment, the common socialist elements continue to grown while particularist elements diminish. 
In the period of transition from socialism to communism . . . the common elements, such as com-
mon traits of character, cultural values, traditions, and social behavior, assume a leading role on the 
path toward the formation of a new entity-- a new Soviet nation-- which gradually is to replace and 
supersede the preceding national entities. . . 
 
     These theoretical pronouncements notwithstanding, the actual process of stress-

ing the development of ethnic cultures has led to different results from those in-

tended or anticipated. The different non-Russian ethnic groups in the Soviet Union 

have become closely attached to their new identities and have not shown any incli-

nation to change these identities for an overall socialist identity which they see as 

essentially Russian in character.  

     Starting in the late 1950s, Soviet ideologues became concerned with the direc-

tion of their nationality policy, and began considering a number of measures by 
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which to put ethnic processes on their historically correct path as suggested by Len-

in. For example, Susokolov (1976: 45) notes that “there can be no doubt that exces-

sive development of ethnic consolidation and self-isolation of ethnic groups can 

complicate the process of convergence and subsequent merger of peoples.” The 

Education Law of 1958-59 was seen as a necessary corrective. This law, as well as 

a number of programs initiated soon after, have had as their mission to weaken 

non-Russian ethnic identities by limiting native language instruction and thus speed 

up the assimilation process among non-Russian ethnic groups. The main thrust of 

these programs has been to limit or eliminate native language instruction among 

ethnic groups with little or no administrative autonomy and among Diaspora na-

tions (Aspaturian 1968; Silver 1974, 1975).9 

    With the foregoing in mind, the initial liberalism of the Bulgarian government 

toward Turkish speakers follows the precedent established in Soviet nationality 

policy. With the passage of the Education Law of 1958-59 in the Soviet Union, the 

Bulgarian government again took its cue from the Soviet government: it was soon 

afterwards that the Bulgarian government began gradually eliminating Turkish lan-

guage instruction and initiating a policy of gross interference in all aspects of Turk-

ish life. 

     The absence of any kind of administrative autonomy and the limited sovereignty 

such autonomy implies is crucial to an understanding of the educational and cultur-

al condition of Turkish speakers in Bulgaria. Turkish speakers are treated by the 

government merely as citizens of the Bulgarian nation. Theoretically, such a treat-

ment may imply equality, but in practice, many regulations that are supposed to 

apply to all citizens equally, end up being discriminatory toward Turkish speakers 

and other minorities. For example, making Bulgarian the sole language of instruc-

tion in all schools in Bulgaria has led to the elimination of instruction and publica-

tions in Turkish. The identification of certain elements of culture such as the wear-

ing of traditional clothes by women, participation in religious activities, the practice 

of circumcision, bride wealth and arranged marriages, and the like as backward el-

ements that need to be eliminated is especially directed against Turkish speakers. 

The consequences of such regulations are to significantly erode the foundations of 
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Turkish identity. Today, many Turkish speakers feel that Turkish language is one 

of the most important remaining sources of their identity. Substantial erosion of 

language would have serious consequences for the maintenance of that identity. 

The accelerated cultural and linguistic assimilation among groups without any ad-

ministrative autonomy in the Soviet Union further illustrates the importance of ad-

ministrative autonomy in the maintenance of ethnic identity.  

     Within the Balkan context, Romania and Greece have followed essentially simi-

lar policies toward their minorities as Bulgaria has. In Romania, Turkish language 

instruction was entirely eliminated by 1957 (Ülküsal 1966: 232). Sozan (1977, 

1979) describes the situation of the Hungarian speaking minority in the Transylva-

nia region of Romania as “ethnocide.”10 The Greek government has often been ac-

cused of carrying out forced assimilationist policies toward non-Greek speakers in 

Greek Macedonia.  

     The crucial role of administrative autonomy in maintaining ethnic identities is 

well illustrated by Yugoslavia. In the Federated Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia, 

the six major ethnic groups have their own republics. As a result, they have much 

more greater control over their educational and cultural institutions than is the case 

in other Balkan states. According to UNESCO survey of world education (1971: 

1393), the primary school curricula are not standardized in all of the republics. Ra-

ther, the government of the Federated Republics prescribes an overall minimum 

standard of what should be taught in the schools but the individual republics and 

even individual communities “are free to add to the curricula whatever is consid-

ered likely to be of benefit.” 

     It is reasonable to conclude that the Bulgarian government, as well as the gov-

ernments of Greece and Romania, perceive diversity in language, beliefs and values 

as sources of tension and conflict which interfere with the efficient running of the 

affairs of their nations and consequently feel that diversity should not be encour-

aged or tolerated. The educational and cultural policies initiated by the Bulgarian 

government during the last two decades have as their primary aim the homogeniza-

tion of diversity in the country.  
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Notes 
                                                
1 Islam Ansiklopedisi (Encyclopedia of Islam) has published detailed histories of all the Turkic 
speaking groups in three fascicles, nos. 127, 128 (1976: 142-240), and 129 (1978: 241-304).  
2 The figure for “Bulgarians” includes “Pomaks”, who are Bulgarian speaking Muslims. since the 
1960s Pomak or Bulgarian-Muslim identity has been officially changed into Bulgarian identity.  
3 Gypsies as a distinct ethnic group do not exist in the latest census. Since the early 1960s they have 
been forced to assume Bulgarian names and Bulgarian identity. In reality, most Gypsies do not iden-
tify themselves as Bulgarians.  
4 As in the case of Pomaks and Gypsies, most Macedonians are officially identified as Bulgarians, 
although who is classified as Macedonian at any given time is closely tied to the so-called “Mace-
donian question”. 
5 Beginning in the 18th century, the Ottoman Empire entered a period of serious decline. Taking 
advantage of this decline, many foreign powers sought to use the millet system to their advantage by 
demanding that the privileges of this system be granted to them. By 1914, the number of millets had 
increased to 17. During the 19th century, the millet system was used by revolutionaries among the 
non-Muslim subjects of the Empire to further their nationalist ideas and to gain their independence 
from the Ottoman state (Kinross 1977: 320ff, 527-593).  
6 This situation did not improve any over the next several years. A survey of education among Turk-
ish speakers in Bulgaria for the years 1939-1944 shows that less than 50 percent of school age chil-
dren were attending school (Memishev 1977: 126).  
7 Nationalistic indoctrination and the denigration of neighboring cultures, especially Turks, remains 
an integral part of education in Bulgaria today.  
8 Government interference extends to all aspects of Turkish life. Such interference includes prohibi-
tion against the wearing of traditional clothes by women, prohibition of initiation ceremonies (cir-
cumcision) for boys, prohibition of traditional marriage practices such as bride-wealth and arranged 
marriages, and limitation upon the practice of Islam, among others.  
9 So far, the impact of the Education Law of 1958-59 has been negligible among non-Russian ethnic 
groups organized into Union Republics. However, its impact among ethnic groups without any ad-
ministrative autonomy has led to substiantial erosion of linguistic and cultural identity (Eminov 
1982). Recent changes in the education of Turkish speakers in Bulgaria may be expected to lead to 
similar results.  
10 The Roamian Research Group (197(), a group of scholars and students who have been pursuing 
anthropological research in Romania for a number of years, accuses Sozan of being overly propa-
gandistic in his aims. However, the Romanain Research Group’s attempt to support the existence of 
unfettered educational and cultural pluralism in Romania by citing official Romanian government 
documents and statistics is not very convincing. 


