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Osmanli Sonrasi Bulgaristan’daki Pomak Miislimanlarinin Dini ve Kiiltiirel
Kimliginin Korunmasinda El Yazmalarimin Rolii

Oz

Bu ¢alisma, Osmanli déneminden miras kalan medrese ve kiitiiphane el yazmalarinin
Bulgaristan’daki Pomak miislimanlarinin dini ve kiltiirel kimligini korumadaki rolini
incelemektedir. XX. yiizy1l boyunca Bulgar Devletinin yiirattagi asimilasyon politika-
lar1 karsisinda Pomaklar, bu el yazmalarini bir bilgi kaynagi olmanin 6tesinde, Islami
aidiyetin somut simgeleri ve Osmanl gelenegine dayal kolektif hafizanin tagiyicilar
olarak gérmustiir. Aragtirma, Guney Bulgaristan’daki kéylerde yapilan yar1 yapilandi-
rilmig miilakatlar, sozlu tarih yaklagimi ve halen 6zel evlerde korunan yazmalarin icerik
analizine dayanan nitel saha verilerine dayanmaktadir. Bulgular, el yazmalarinin 6gre-
tici iglevlerini yitirmis olsa da topluluk icinde sembolik bir deger kazandigin, sessiz bir
direnis ve kimlik muhafazas: araci haline geldigini gostermektedir. Nesiller boyunca
korunan ve aktarilan bu miras, yazili sayfanin 6tesine gecerek canh bir hafiza iglevi
istlenmigtir. Calisma, kimligin korunmasinin yalnizca resmi kurumlarla degil, giindelik
ev ici pratikler ve aile i¢i aktarimlar araciligi ile de mumkan oldugunu; béylece maddi
mirasin siireklilik, aidiyet ve toplumsal dayanigsma kaynagina dénistiigini ve Pomak
mislimanlarinin azinhik kimliginin kugaklar boyunca korunmasina 11k tuttugunu or-
taya koymaktadir.
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The Role of Ottoman Manuscripts in Preserving Pomak Muslims’ Religious and
Cultural Identity in Bulgaria in the Post-Ottoman Period

Abstract

This study examines the role of Ottoman-era madrasas and library manuscripts in
preserving the religious and cultural identity of Pomak Muslims in Bulgaria. Throughout
the twentieth century, in the face of policies of assimilation imposed by the Bulgarian
state, Pomaks regarded these manuscripts less as sources of instruction than as tangible
symbols of Islamic belonging and carriers of collective memory rooted in the Ottoman
tradition. This study is based on qualitative field data, combining semi-structured
interviews conducted in several villages in southern Bulgaria, oral history accounts,
and content analysis of manuscripts still preserved in private homes. The findings show
that, although the manuscripts no longer served a direct educational function, they
gained symbolic value within the community and became quiet instruments of cultural
resilience and identity maintenance. Preserved and transmitted across generations, they
extended beyond the written page and came to embody a form of living memory. This
study concludes that identity can be sustained not only through formal institutions but
also through everyday domestic practices and family transmissions, which turn material
heritage into a source of continuity, belonging, and solidarity, shedding light on the ways
Pomak Muslims have safeguarded their minority identity across generations.

Keywords: Cultural memory, Manuscripts, Islamic identity, Silent resistance, Pomak

muslims.
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Extended Summary

This study investigates how Ottoman-era madrasas and library manuscripts helped
preserve the religious and cultural identity of Pomak Muslims in Bulgaria. Far from
being inert relics, these manuscripts anchored memory, transmitted belonging,
and sustained Islamic continuity in contexts where public religious life was severely
constrained. The analysis draws on qualitative fieldwork conducted between 2018
and 2020 in the Pirin and Rhodope regions, combining semi-structured interviews,
participant observation, and close examination of manuscripts still preserved in private
households and mosque collections.

The historical trajectory of Pomak life in Bulgaria has been repeatedly shaped by state-led

policies aimed at assimilating the Muslim population. The first wave, during the Balkan
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Wars (1912-1913), imposed forced name changes and ethnic reclassification. Under the
royal regime (1934-1944), assimilation advanced through state control of education and
the establishment of civil associations designed to promote “Bulgarization.” During this
period, Arabic-script manuscripts were also confiscated and, in many cases, destroyed,
further undermining Pomak communities’ access to their textual heritage. Socialist
campaigns later intensified this trajectory: between 1962 and 1964, administrative
restrictions multiplied, and under the Zhivkov regime of the 1970s and 1980s, the most
aggressive measures were introduced, policing names, clothing, religious instruction,
and rites of passage. Each successive wave narrowed the institutional space available
to Pomaks to sustain religious life. In this shifting landscape, families relied on quiet
strategies—silence, concealment, and symbolic preservation—to safeguard what could
no longer be practiced openly.

It is in this context that manuscripts assumed a distinctive role. Originating in
Ottoman madrasas, mosque libraries, and waqf collections, many were transferred into
households during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Families regarded
them less as texts to be read—since few custodians still possessed the linguistic
competence to engage Arabic or Ottoman Turkish—than as sacred legacies. Interviews
and observations reveal recurring practices: manuscripts were placed on high shelves,
wrapped in embroidered cloth, concealed in ceilings or walls, and brought out only on
special occasions. They were passed down from one generation to the next with careful
instructions on how to protect them, and when police raids were anticipated, some were
even buried in the ground or hidden under floorboards to avoid confiscation. Children
were taught to revere them without handling, reinforcing their aura of sanctity. Through
such gestures, preservation itself ensured continuity, allowing manuscripts to endure

as symbolic anchors of identity across ruptured generations.

These preservation practices were enveloped in secrecy. While villagers rarely disclosed
who possessed the manuscripts, it was widely understood across Pomak communities
in Bulgaria that such books survived. This silence created a protective ambiguity, a
collective awareness without open acknowledgment. Michael Taussig’s notion of the
“public secret” —something known by all yet never spoken—captures this atmosphere

precisely.

After the end of socialist restrictions in 1989, manuscripts long concealed in private
homes began to resurface. In many villages, local Muslims took the initiative to gather
these volumes and transfer them into mosques, where they could be safeguarded
under better conditions and displayed as visible markers of communal identity. The
most prominent examples of this process are the mosque collections of Chepintsi
and Elhovets, both established in the 2000s from manuscripts once kept in secrecy.
Chepintsi preserved hundreds of volumes, including Qur’ans, figh manuals, works of
tafsir and aqida, prayer books, grammatical treatizes, and even texts on philosophy,
astronomy, and music. A celebrated piece was the fourteenth-century “golden Qur’an,”
discovered concealed within the wall of an old house, with the name of God inscribed
in gold and its margins illuminated with intricate designs. Elhovets housed Qur’ans
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, alongside Ibrahim al-Halabi’s Multaga
al-Abhur, the Mukhtasar al-Qudiri, exegetical works by al-Nasafi and al-Baghdadi,
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rhetorical treatizes such as al-Mutawwal, and rarities including Qadi ‘Iyad’s al-Shifa’,
Yazicioglu's Muhammadiyya, and the bilingual Tuhfe-i Vehbi. Taken together, the richness
and variety of these collections not only reveal the resilience of Pomak communities in
preserving their heritage, but also point to the vibrant intellectual and cultural life that

once flourished in the region during the Ottoman era.

The theoretical framework of this study draws on Jan Assmann’s concept of cultural
memory, James Scott’s notion of hidden transcripts, and Clifford Geertz’s interpretive
anthropology. Together, these perspectives clarify how Pomak manuscripts, even when
unread, functioned as vehicles of memory, silent forms of resistance, and symbolic

performances of identity.

This article argues that manuscripts preserved in Pomak households were not passive
remnants of the Ottoman past but active instruments of survival. They carried Islamic
memory through periods of repression, safeguarded identity when institutions
collapsed, and continue to shape cultural belonging and collective memory in the
post-communist present. More broadly, they demonstrate how minority Muslim
communities in the Balkans developed distinctive strategies of resilience, relying on
material continuity, secrecy, and ritualized domestic practice rather than institutional
authority. By foregrounding these dynamics, the study contributes to wider debates
on Islamic heritage, memory, and resistance, while also correcting the neglect of the
Balkans in manuscript studies that have long privileged Middle Eastern contexts. The
findings further suggest the need for future research that not only catalogs and analyzes
the contents of these manuscripts but also situates them within the lived experiences
and oral traditions of the communities that preserved them.

Keywords: Cultural memory, Manuscripts, Islamic identity, Silent resistance, Pomak

muslims.



