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A GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO MINORITY ISSUES
IN THE BALKANS

L ]

Mehmet HACISALITHOGLU and Fuat AKSU

The Ottomans did not use the term ‘minority’ (ekalliyet) and, until the collapse
of the empire, did not grant minority status to any ethnic group. The most
important criterion of difference among Ottoman subject was religion. There were
two major groups: Muslims and non-Muslims. In each group, there were further
different confessions—such as Sunni and Shiite among Muslims, Greek-Orthodox
Christian, Armenian-Gregorian Christians, after 1871 Christians under the
Bulgarian Exarchate, Roman-Catholics, Unitarians, Jews and so forth—which
created a basis for differentiating Ottoman subjects. The most important cultural
boundary within the Ottoman Empire was religion,1 in contrast to what modern

national historiography claims. It was not particularly important whether one was

! Edgar Hosch, “Kulturgrenzen in Siidosteuropa”, Siidosteuropa, 47/12 (1998), pp. 601-623.
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an ethnic Greek, Bulgarian, Serb or Turk. If one belonged to Sunni Islam, one
would marry a Sunni Muslim; it was rare to see mixed marriages between Sunni
and Alevi Turks. In spite of the ethnic cohesion, differences were clear-cut and
stereotypes rampant. This is also true of Orthodox Christians in the Balkans.
Orthodox Greeks, Bulgarians, Romanians, Albanians, Serbs and people from
Montenegro interacted in the same way. There were strict boundaries between
Muslim, Catholic and Orthodox Albanians.” Thus, until the beginning of the
modern era, ethnicity carried little significance. Rather, people had strongly
imprinted local or regional identities—another boundary, even if it did not count as
much as religious difference. In regions where tribal structures predominated—for
example, in Northern Albania or in parts of Kurdish and Arab provinces—cultural

boundaries were located along the tribes’ zones of influence.

The multi-cultural empire of the Ottomans had no interest in categorizing its
subjects according to ethnic criteria. However, this does not mean that the many
different ethnic groups in the Balkans disappeared. In fact, there were even more
ethnic groups and names for these groups than we know today. Apart from Greeks,
Bulgarians, Serbs, Montenegrins, Croats, Albanians, Romanians and Gypsies, there
existed ethnic categories such as Bosniaks, Pomaks, Vlachs (Aromuns),
Karakachan and many more, the existence of which later established nation-states

on the Balkans denied and repressed, or still continue to repress.3

By no means was the Ottoman Empire a haven of multi-culturalism. The

government was in the hand of Muslims, and non-Muslims held a semi-

% At the beginning of the twentieth century, Muslim Albanians still considered their Orthodox and
Catholic  fellow citizens ~‘infidels’. See: Avlonyali Ekrem Bey [Vlora], Osmanh
Arnavutluk’undan Anilar (1885-1912), transl. Atilla Dirim, Istanbul: Iletisim Yay., 2006, p. 157.

3 See for example the case of Vlachs / Aromuns: Max Demeter Peyfuss, Die Aromunische Frage.
Ihre Entwicklung von den Urspriingen bis zum Frieden von Bukarest (1913) und die Haltung
Osterreich-Ungarns, Wien, Ko6ln, Graz: Hermann Bohlau, 1974; Thede Kahl, Ethnizitit und
riumliche Verteilung der Aromunen in Siidosteuropa, Miinster: Institut fiir Geographie der
Westfilischen Wilhelms-Universitidt Miinster, 1999.
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A GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO MINORITY ISSUES IN THE BALKANS

autonomous status as so-called millets.* As a result of centuries-long Ottoman rule
in the Balkans, a very mixed population emerged. In almost all regions, Turks and
Greeks lived next to the local ethnic groups. In most regions, Albanians, Aromuns
and people of Slavic descent (Bulgarians, Serbs, Montenegrins and so forth) settled
down. In many cities, there was no obvious majority of one specific ethnic group,
since the urban environment encouraged co-existence. Even today, one can easily
discern the remnants of this co-existence in formerly Ottoman multi-ethnic and
multi-religious cities. For instance, in Sofia a mosque (built by the famous architect
Sinan), a medieval Orthodox church and a synagogue form a triangle within the

city centre, each just a few hundred metres from the others.

Within the community of scholars working on South-eastern Europe, opinions
regarding the Ottoman influence on Balkan society vary strongly. In general,
Balkan historiographies condemn the Ottomans as oppressors. They identify the
period as the ‘Ottoman yoke of oppression’ (Tursko igo, Turkikos zygos, and so
forth) and see the Ottoman period as a dark era in their national history, strongly
distancing themselves from it.” Interestingly, Balkan historians rarely make use of
Ottoman documents when studying this period—a situation comparable to studying

the Roman Empire without recourse to Latin sources.” This obstructs any real

IS

Macit Kenanoglu claims that autonomy of the different millets is only a myth, since the churches’
governing bodies needed to obtain a berat from the sultan before assuming their positions. M. Macit
Kenanoglu, Osmanh Millet Sistemi: Mit ve Gergek, Istanbul: Klasik Yay., 2004. However, |
believe the term ‘semi-autonomous’ is applicable here. Ursinus points out that the term millet-i Rum
was rarely used in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Michael Ursinus, “Zur Diskussion um
‘millet’ im Osmanischen Reich”, Siidost-Forschungen, 48 (1989), pp. 195-207; idem, “Millet,”
Encyclopaedia of Islam, new ed. (1993), Vol. 7, pp. 61-64.

I. Snegarov, Turskoto Vladifestvo Precka za Kulturnoto Razvitie na Bailgarskija Narod i
Drugite Balkanski Narodi, Sofia: BAN, 1958.

On the importance of Ottoman sources for the study of South-eastern Europe, see: Mehmet
Hacisalihoglu, “Osmanische Quellen zur Balkangeschichte: Eine Ubersicht {iber die Bestinde des
Zentralarchivs in Istanbul und weiterer osmanischer Archive,” Siidosteuropa von der
vormodernen Vielfalt zur nationalstaatlicher Vereinheitlichung: Festschrift fiir Edgar Hosch,
Ed. Konrad Clewing and Oliver Jens Schmitt, Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2005, pp. 35-85.
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understanding of the Ottoman system of rule, which is very different from the
nation-state system that we know today. Hans Georg Majer, an outstanding
researcher of the Ottoman system with fifty years of experience in reading Ottoman
sources,7 describes in his contribution to this volume the Ottoman multi-ethnic and
multi-religious system. His findings show the way towards a balanced evaluation

of the Ottoman period.

Only after the establishment of nation-states in the Balkans did the issue of
minorities evolve, at the latest after 1830, when an independent Greece emerged
and minority status became an issue under debate. Serbia, Montenegro and
Romania received and/or expanded their right to autonomy after 1812 and, as a
result of the Ottoman-Russian War of 1877-78, gained their independence. In 1878,
the Bulgarian principality was founded. The administration of Bosnia and
Herzegovina was transferred to the Austro-Hungarian government. The most
important minority in these areas was comprised of Muslims. Muslims in the new
Balkan nation-states were ostracised as representatives of the ‘Ottoman yoke of
oppression,” and their expulsion or re-settlement became a matter of course. They
were considered ‘foreigners,” and the first population re-settlements on the Balkans
based on treaties and agreements—executed with the approval of the Great Powers
of Europe—concerned the Muslim minorities. Already in 1826, when England and
Russia agreed upon the establishment of an independent Greek state, Muslims in
the Peloponnesus became the subject of a re-settlement agreement. With the 1830
treaty, it was agreed that Muslims had to leave the Peloponnesus within six
months. The Muslim minority in Serbia received a similar treatment: While in

1830 Serbs received autonomy, Muslims had to leave Serbian territory within a

" To give an overview his publications, see: Hans-Georg Majer (Ed.), Die Staaten Siidosteuropas
und die Osmanen, Munich: Siidosteuropa-Ges., 1989; idem, “The Functioning of a Multi-ethnic
and Multi-religious State: The Ottoman Empire,” European Review 5 (1997), pp. 257-265. For a
revised and expanded German version of this article, see: “Gesellschaftliche und religiose
Auswirkungen der Osmanenzeit in Siidosteuropa,” Religion und Gesellschaft in Siidosteuropa,
Ed. Hans-Dieter Dépmann, Munich: Siidosteuropa-Ges., 1997, pp. 117-131.
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year. As a result of wars, political oppression and other negative developments, an
increasing number of Muslims migrated, or fled, to the Ottoman Empire. The
Ottoman government established special commissions for the re-settlement of
Muslim migrants in various regions of the empire. However, Muslim refugees
arrived not only from the Balkans. There also occurred major waves of migration
consisting of Circassians from the Caucasus (after the 1860s) and of Crimean

Tatars.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Eastern and Western Thrace,
Macedonia (today’s Northern Greece, the Republic of Macedonia and Bulgarian
Macedonia), Albania, Kosovo, and the region of Sancak were still under Ottoman
administration. The area thus described had a large Muslim population, comprising
Turks, Albanians, Slavic-speaking Pomaks, Bosniaks, Gypsies and others. Apart
from the Albanians (who only initiated a nationalist movement after several
Albanian regions were ceded to Serbia and Montenegro), none of the Muslim
groups attempted to found a nation-state. They remained faithful to the Ottoman
administration. The Albanian nationalist movement did not fight primarily against
the Ottoman administration, but rather against Greece’s and Serbia’s designs on
Albanian territory. Those peoples, who had already initiated a nationalist
movement and achieved independence, however, were in a favourable position. In
the end, Greece, Serbia and Bulgaria divided the remaining Ottoman territory in the
Balkans. Only the Albanians could establish a nation-state with the help of the
European Great Powers, particularly Austria-Hungary. Nevertheless, the larger
portion of the Albanian population was now outside the borders of the Albanian
nation-state and became minorities in the respective neighbouring countries.
Therefore, the migration of Muslim minorities to the Ottoman Empire continued.
For many, it was the second time they were forced to flee. Many had left Serbia
and moved into the remaining Ottoman territory in the Balkans; during the Balkan
Wars, they had to flee once more. A similar fate befell the Circassians and Tatars
who, in the course of their first migration, settled in regions along the Danube and
then had to be re-settled after the establishment of the Bulgarian principality. After

Foundation for Middle East and Balkan Studies | 7
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the Balkan Wars, it became obvious that only Anatolia would remain in Ottoman
hands. Anatolia would be the final place of refuge. During World War I, the
Ottoman government included persons who had been multiple refugees. Only this
context can explain the radical stance that the Ottoman leadership took towards the
empire’s non-Muslim minorities during World War I and in the Early Republican
period. Many considered World War I a fight for existence.

When, as a result of the war, the Balkan states reached their largest expansion,
the issue of Christian minorities within these countries became acute. For example,
in Bulgaria, especially on the Black Sea Coast and in its hinterland and cities, an
important Greek minority existed. At the same time there was a considerable
Slavic-Bulgarian minority in northern Greece. Like the Muslim minorities,
Christian minorities experienced repression, and re-settlement was officially agreed
upon after 1918. The nation-states attempted to create a homogenous population,

forcing minorities—whether Turkish, Greek, or Bulgarian—to leave the country.

After World War I, the Turkish Republic was established. Thus, the Turks were
the last to found a nation-state on the Balkans—that is, until 1990. The Turkish
Republic’s attitude towards the minorities was as radical as that of older Balkan
states. With the exception of Istanbul and Western Thrace, the Orthodox Christians
of Turkey were exchanged for the Muslims of Greece, based on a 1923 treaty.
After their forced re-settlement in 1915, there were hardly any Armenians left in
the country. The remaining non-Muslim groups officially received minority status.
However, Turkish minority politics in the following decades was often repressive
— for example, the minorities were faced with the Capital Levy of 1942-43 (Varlik
Vergisi), the attacks on Istanbulite Greeks and other minorities in 1955, and the

deportation of Greeks holding a Greek passport in 1964.°

¥ For more information, see: Ayhan Aktar, Varhk Vergisi ve “Tiirklestirme” Politikalari, 7th ed.,
Istanbul: Tletisim Yay., 2004; Ridvan Akar, Varlik Vergisi Kanunu, Istanbul: letisim Yay., 1992;
Faik Okte, Varlik Vergisi Faciasi, Istanbul: Nebioglu Yay., 1951; A. Alexandris, The Greek
Minority of Istanbul and Greek-Turkish Relations, 1918-1974, Athens: Centre for Asia Minor
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Moreover, after World War I the Austro-Hungarian monarchy collapsed, and a
kingdom encompassing Serbia, Croatia and Slovenia was established. In this new
state, there existed a large minority of Muslim Albanians, mostly in Kosovo, and of
Bosniaks in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In 1929, this state was transformed into the
Kingdom of Yugoslavia. After World War II, the Federal Yugoslav People’s
Republic encompassed six republics (Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Montenegro, and Macedonia). Bosnian Muslims had to decide
whether to declare themselves Serbs, Croats, or ‘undecided’. Only in the 1961
census did it become possible for Bosnian Muslims to declare themselves Muslims.
The 1963 constitution introduced the category ‘ethnically Muslim’. Thus,
Yugoslavia conceded to Muslims within its borders a ‘nation of Muslims’.”
Voyvodina and Kosovo achieved the status of a republic only with the 1974
constitution. In 1989, Milosevi¢’s government abolished the special status of
Voyvodina and Kosovo. After the collapse of Yugoslavia, the Albanians of Kosovo
and the Hungarians of Voyvodina became a minority in a country consisting of
Serbia and Montenegro. Aggressive repression under Milosevié¢’s government in
the 1990s led to the involvement of NATO in 1999, finally securing the special
status of Albanian-dominated Kosovo.'"’ In 2002, the Republic of Serbia and
Montenegro was announced; however, in June of 2006, Montenegro declared its

independence, followed in turn by Serbia’s declaration of independence. The

Studies, 1983; Jean-Frangois Pérouse, “Les non musulmans a Istanbul aujourd’hui: une présence en
creux? Le cas de I’arrondissement de Fatih,” Identités confessionelles et éspace urbain en terres
d’Islam, Ed. Méropi Anastassiadou-Dumont, Revue des mondes musulmans et de la
Méditerranée 107-110 (2005), pp. 261-295.

? Sre¢ko M. Dzaja, Die politische Realitiit des Jugoslawismus (1918-1991): Mit besonderer
Beriicksichtigung Bosnien-Herzegowinas, Munich: Oldenbourg, 2002, pp. 238-239.

19 On Kosovo, see: Noel Malcolm, Kosovo: A Short History, New York: New York University
Press, 1999; Konrad Clewing, “Mythen und Legenden zur Ethnostruktur in Kosovo: Ein
geschichtlicher Uberblick,” Der Kosovo-Konflikt: Ursachen, Akteure, Verlauf, Ed. Konrad
Clewing and Jens Reuter, Munich: Bayrische Landeszentrale fiir politische Bildung, 2000, pp. 17-
63.
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region of Sancak (Sandjak), home to a population that consists of seventy percent

of Muslim Bosniaks, was divided between the two countries.

After the collapse of Yugoslavia, Bosnia and Herzegovina were torn apart in a
bloody struggle, with Muslims falling victim to ethnic cleansing campaigns. NATO
intervention and the Dayton Agreement on 21 November 1995 secured the
independence of Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, the republic consists of
regions controlled by Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats, in which one group or another de

. . .11
facto always remains a minority.

The Current Situation of Minorities and the Contributions in this Volume

In the political and academic discussions surrounding the issue of minorities in
the Balkans, several minority groups have received more attention than
others—among the well-studied ones are, for instance, the Albanians of Serbia and
the Republic of Macedonia, and the Hungarians of Transylvania (Siebenbiirgen,
Erdel). Yet, there are many more minority groups in the Balkans whose problems
are little known on the stage of world politics. On the other hand, many minority
issues appear to have been solved, but continue to harbour potential for future
conflict. In this volume of conference contributions, we have focused on minority

groups that currently receive little discussion.

The largest minority crisis before the collapse of the socialist system in Eastern
Europe occurred in Bulgaria. The Bulgarian government under Todor Zivkov after
1984 forced all Muslims to assimilate, their personal names being changed
completely. Even deceased Muslims were re-named. According to Bulgarian
propaganda, in this so-called process of rebirth (Vazroditelskijat proces),
Bulgarians who had been Turkified under Ottoman rule were re-united with their

! Noel Malcolm, Bosnia: A Short History, New York: New York University Press, 1994; Misha
Glenny, The Balkans: Nationalism, War, and the Great Powers, 1804-1999, New York: Penguin
Books, 1999, pp. 634-652.
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Bulgarian identity. This pushed the Bulgarian Muslim minority, who had already
had to contend with all kinds of repressive acts, over the edge. The
Bulgarianisation went so far as to prohibit Muslims to bury their dead according to
Islamic rites and to force them to apply Bulgarian-Orthodox rites. The extreme
nature of these measures resulted in widespread Muslim resistance. Turkey
attempted to draw the world’s attention to these developments. In 1989, the
Turkish government under Turgut Ozal opened the borders to Turkish ‘co-
nationals’ (soydas) in Bulgaria, and several hundred thousand Bulgarian Turks thus

found refuge in Turkey.

After the collapse of the socialist regime in Bulgaria, the new government
revoked earlier assimilation measures. A large number of the Bulgarian Turks who
had emigrated to Turkey returned to their country and received permission to use
their Turkish names. It is this process in Bulgaria after 1989 that Ali Dayioglu has
taken as the subject of his contribution to this volume; he has already published an
important work on this topic, a book entitled Toplama Kampindan Meclis’e:
Bulgaristan’da Tiirk ve Miisliiman Azinligi [From Refugee Camp to Parliament:
The Turkish and Muslim Minority in Bulgaria].12 Dayioglu emphasises that the
Bulgarian government’s wish to integrate the country into Europe has played a
significant role in its change of policy towards its Turkish-Muslim minority.

Krasimir Kanev, the director of the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, discusses
the present condition of Turkish and Muslim minorities in Bulgaria. He points to
the negative stereotypes that the majority population holds against Turks and Islam.
As examples for the anti-Turkish, anti-Islamic atmosphere he mentions the newly
established nationalist party ATAKA. He convincingly demonstrates that, in spite

2 Ali Dayioglu, Toplama Kampindan Meclis’e Bulgaristan’da Tiirk ve Miisliman Azinhg,
Istanbul: Iletisim Yay., 2005.
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of Bulgaria’s EU membership, minority problems have not been resolved and

continue to have potential for future conflict."

As one assimilation measure, geographical names were changed as early as
after the establishment of the Bulgarian Principality in 1878. The major name
changes in 1906 and 1934 caused almost all non-Bulgarian place names, most of
them Turkish, to be substituted by Bulgarian ones. One would expect that after the
institution of democracy the Turkish minority in Bulgaria would be allowed to set
up road signs with Turkish place names, but this did not happen. In his article,
Mehmet Hacisalihoglu discusses the process of place name changes in Bulgaria.14
He refers to current debates surrounding Slovenian place names in Austria and
posits that minorities in the Balkans have not yet claimed the right to use place
names in their mother tongue because they feel that they still have not completely

secured more essential rights, such as the right to life and property.

Another country with a significant Muslim minority is the Republic of
Macedonia—about a quarter of its population is Albanian. Its Western territories,
including Tetovo (Kalkandelen), in fact house a majority of Albanians. Moreover,
in Macedonia there live about 70,000-80,000 Turks, constituting four percent of the
total population. Mirjana NajCevska, Co-Director of the Centre for Human Rights
& Conflict Resolution in Macedonia, discusses here the Turkish minority and its

problems in Macedonia.'” Like Krasimir Kanev, she emphasises the historic

' For another publication by Kanev, see Krassimir Kanev, “Law and Politics toward the Muslims in
Bulgaria,” Protecting the Human Rights of Religious Minorities in Eastern Europe, Ed. Peter
G. Danchin and Elizabeth A. Cole, New York: Columbia University Press, 2002, pp. 316-344.

4 For an earlier publication on this topic, see: Mehmet Hacisalihoglu, “Bagimsizhiktan Giiniimiize
Bulgaristan’da Yer Isimlerinin Degistirilmesi,” Balkanlarda islam Medeniyeti II. Milletlerarasi
Sempozyumu Tebligleri, Tiran, Arnavutluk, 4-7 Aralik 2003, Ed. Ali Caksu, Istanbul: IRCICA,
2006, pp. 177-189.

!> Najéevska has published numerous studies on the minorities of Macedonia. See especially: Mirjana
Najcevska and N. Gaber, Ethnic Issues in the Republic of Macedonia: Survey Results and
Legal Background, Skopje: Institute for Sociological, Political and Juridical Research, 1995.
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stereotypes of the majority against the Turkish minority and points to the
Macedonian Turks’ deplorable economic and social conditions. Turks in
Macedonia have hardly received any attention from the world media. While after
the crisis of 2001 Macedonian government concessions have allowed Albanians to
improve their situation, these improvements have not helped the Turks who,
according to NajCevska, are economically and socially the weakest population in

the country, with the exception of the Gypsies.

The minority problems between Greece and Turkey continue to hold potential
for conflict, having in the past repeatedly led to crises in the relations between the
two countries. Fuat Aksu shows that, as a result of the 1923 population exchange,
the Turkish minority in Western Thrace and the Greek minority in Istanbul no
longer constitute the basis for irredentist politics. Since minority problems do not
immediately affect the sovereignty of these two states, they should no longer have
the potential to provoke a war.'® He claims that in both countries minority

problems are rather an issue related to democracy.

Elgin Macar in his contribution focuses on the Turkish minority on the
Dodecanese Islands (Onikiada), which international politics so far have largely
ignored.17 The islands were ceded to Greece after World War II, and in spite of
several migration waves to Turkey, there still remains a small Turkish community.
As Macar describes in detail, minority rights on these islands are far removed from
the EU’s standards. He concludes that this situation results from the fact that the

16 For publications by Fuat Aksu on Greek-Turkish relations, see especially: Fuat Aksu, Tiirk Yunan
Iliskileri: Iliskilerin Yonelimini Etkileyen Faktorler Uzerine Bir Inceleme, Ankara: SAEMK
Yay., 2001.

'7 Elgin Macar has published several studies on the Greek minority in Turkey. See especially: Elgin
Macar, Cumhuriyet Doneminde Istanbul Rum Patrikhanesi, Istanbul: iletisim Yay., 2003; idem,
Istanbul’un Yokolmus iki Cemaati: Dogu Ritli Katolik Rumlar ve Bulgarlar, Istanbul: iletisim
Yay., 2002. On the Turkish minority on the Dodecanese Islands, he has also previously published:
“Onikiada Tiirklerinin Sorunlari,” Istanbul Universitesi Siyasal Bilgiler Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 34
(2006), pp. 35-52.
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Turkish minority on the Dodecanese is little-known in Europe and Turkey and that,

therefore, Greece feels no pressure to apply the EU’s norms.

Lambros Baltsiotis discusses the complex structure of the Greek government in
terms of minority issues. He considers the Greek government’s and bureaucrats’
fear of separatism to be an important cause for the deficits in Greek minority
politics. He uses the example of Macedonia which, according to him, justifies this

fear.

Another important minority issue in Greece concerns the Albanians in the
country, as well as the Greek minority in Albania. In his contribution, Beqir Meta
treats Greek and Albanian minority politics in the twentieth century. He claims that
the Albanian state has followed a much more tolerant minority policy than Greece,
citing Albania’s multi-religious character. On the other hand, he criticises Greece
which, regardless of its EU membership, does not recognise the Orthodox

Albanians in the country as a minority. 8

Another state whose minority issues remain largely unknown is the Republic of
Moldova. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Republic of Moldova gained
independence, and now the population is predominantly Romanian-speaking, while
the minorities who until then had used Russian in education and public life have
been forced to learn Moldovan-Romanian. The size of the Russian and Ukrainian
minorities, who in 1989 made up a quarter of the total population, decreased by
half during the 1990s due to emigration. There also exists a Gagauz minority who
speaks a Turkic language (very close to the Turkish spoken in Turkey) and belongs
to the Orthodox Church. The number of Gagauz totals about 150,000, or four
percent of the population. Especially in the early 1990s, they found themselves in a
precarious situation because they used Russian as their standard language. They

attempted to obtain certain cultural and administrative rights to autonomy, and in

'8 Begir Meta has published several studies on Greek-Albanian relations. See especially: Greek-
Albanian Tension 1939-1949, Tirana: Academy of Science of Albania, 2006.
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1994 they received the right to administer themselves locally. The development of
an independent Gagauz culture, however, remained limited. Russian continues to
be used as the primary language, while the Gagauz battle with the need to learn the
country’s official language—that is, Moldovan-Romanian. Olga Radova, in her
contribution, examines Moldova’s ethnic structure in historical perspective.19 In
the discussions she emphasised the continuing economic-based emigration of the
Gagauz who, according to her, mainly leave to work in Russia and Turkey. This
migration constitutes the most significant threat to Gagauz existence in present-day
Moldova.

Conclusion

The contributions in this volume, written by scholars from different Balkan
countries, demonstrate that minority issues in the Balkans continue to be a difficult
and complex field of study. There exist many small and large minority groups
whose problems have not reached a larger public—such as the Orthodox Albanians
in Greece, the Turkish minority on the Dodecanese Islands, or the Turkish minority
in the Republic of Macedonia. Specific minority issues which have long been
solved in Western Europe cannot even be addressed in the context of the Balkans at
this time. One interesting example in this respect is the issue of place names in the
minority’s native tongue. On the other hand, there are those minority groups—such
as the Muslims and Turks in Bulgaria, and the Gagauz in Moldova—who continue
to battle problems, even if these problems are considered to have been solved on
the stage of world politics. Moreover, there are many minority groups on the
Balkans that we have not been able to address within the scope of this conference
and the resulting volume. Certainly, minorities in the Balkans, as a field of study,
deserves many more symposia and publications in the future.

' For an earlier publication by this author, see: Olga Radova, “The Problem of the Gagauz-Ethno-
Demographic Development in the 19th Century,” Siidost-Forschungen, 54 (1995), pp. 263-270.
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Gencer OZCAN *

On behalf of the Department of Political Science and International Relations, I
would like to greet all of you with my deepest respect. We are pleased to see you
all here. It is a great honour to be here with esteemed scholars. I am very proud to

host this meeting, and so is my university.

When we talk about the Balkans we are referring to the most important
laboratory of contemporary times, such is its importance. And, in particular, the

Balkan experience in relation to nation-states and minorities is unique.

Generally, this experience has a centennial background. There seems to be
three discernible eras that we can highlight. First, when we look at the beginning of

the last century, we see that the Ottoman Empire and the Austro-Hungarian Empire

* Prof. Dr.; Head of the Department of Political Science and International Relations, Y.T.U.
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have had an enormous impact on the region in administrative and political terms.
The Balkan nation-states were by and large shaped by the experience inherited
from these multi-religious and multi-linguistic empires. In the aftermath of the
Balkan Wars and the Great War, as nation states started being formed and new
boundaries were demarcated, problematic relations between nation-states and
minorities surfaced. The issues established a new experience as it took on distinct
forms that were different from what we had witnessed in Latin America or the
Middle East.

After World War II, the Balkans were exposed to a new set of political realities
and lived through the so-called socialist experience. For the succeeding five
decades, the socialist period left its own imprint as far as nation-state minority
relations were concerned. In stark contrast to the post-imperial era, which has been
studied thoroughly, the socialist period has been belittled and not received the
attention that it deserves. And now, in addition to these two eras, we have the
European Union experience in the Balkans, the outcome of which remains to be

seen.

When you study our programme, you will notice that we will deal with the
eastern side of this experience. In fact, we would have liked to cover the western
Balkans as well. However, aware of the shortcomings, we had to make a choice

and gave priority to the experience witnessed in the eastern part of the region.

The relationship between states and minorities has been painful. The minorities
had to cope with assimilation, the exchange of populations, ethnic cleansing and all
kinds of discrimination. There is no doubt that this experience aroused mutual
suspicion, if not hatred, among the different communities that had coexisted for
centuries. It would take a great deal of effort to overcome the residual effects of
this experience. In this context, we have to take into consideration two things: In
the first place, we have to work harder and, secondly, we have to approach
problems from a humanistic angle. In other words, we should base our approaches

on human rights. Thus, within this framework, as a department of political science
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and international relations, we have spent a lot of time and energy on this topic and
we keep a close eye on Balkan issues and try to approach problems without

prejudice or bias.

After these words, I will leave the floor to our guests. But before that I would
like to issue an invitation to our graduate programmes, for we would like to see
more students from the Balkans. We will be more than happy to see students from

the Balkan countries.

I would like to conclude by thanking those who were involved in the
organisation of this meeting. We acknowledge Derya, Helin and Idil, our young
colleagues, for all their efforts. I also have to thank Dr. Fuat Aksu for his
significant contributions to the preparation of the programme. I would like to thank
Dr. Mehmet Hacisalihoglu because without his efforts it would have been very
difficult for us to convene this conference.

I would also like to thank the Foundation of Middle East and Balkan Studies.
They are the co-organisers of this meeting, and without their administrative and

financial support, it would have been impossible for us to organise this meeting.

Thank you all together. I would like to thank all our speakers and I wish you a
fruitful meeting.

Foundation for Middle East and Balkan Studies | 19






MINORITY ISSUES IN THE BALKANS AND THE EU .
May 16™ 2007 Istanbul

- B

OPENING REMARKS

L ]

Giiner OZTEK"
Mr. Chairman,
Distinguished Participants,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a pleasure to address the opening session of the Conference on ‘Minority
Issues in the Balkans and the EU’ jointly organised by the Foundation for Middle
East and Balkan Studies and Yildiz Technical University. Throughout the day we

will discuss different aspects of minority issues in the Balkans

* Ambassador, Director of Foundation for Middle East and Balkan Studies-OBIV
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Protecting the rights of minorities is one of the basic features of democracy.
There is no universally recognised and legally binding definition of the term
‘minority’. Conferring persons minority status is a prerogative of the state in

question.

Any majority rule that does not respect the basic rights and freedoms of
minority groups or individuals may lead to oppression.

Thus, the principle of majority rule on the one hand, and the protection of
individual and minority rights on the other hand, are the twin pillars of any genuine

democracy.

Although the League of Nations developed treaties for the protection of
minorities following World War I, the United Nations Charter adopted following
World War II did not include an explicit concept of minority rights. Codifying
‘human rights’ was the central principle guiding the UN Charter, and the protection
of individual rights was considered sufficient protection for those belonging to

minorities.

In general, we can define minority rights as special human rights, or a special
branch of it, recognised by a sovereign state vis-a-vis a minority group. But we
should not forget that, as concluded in the CSCE Meeting of Experts of National
Minorities in 1991, “Not all ethnic, cultural, linguistic or religious differences
necessarily lead to the creation of national minorities”. The minority issue is a very
delicate subject; it has often been used in history as a means to interfere in the
internal affairs of other states. The Ottoman Empire in its last years was often
subject to external pressure using minority rights and the protection of certain

minorities as a pretext.

Since the 1990s, we have witnessed important progress in human and minority
rights and in the commitment to democracy and the rule of law. It is evident that

further progress depends on sincere cooperation and transparency. In this context,
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the media and education have important roles to play. Integration with EU

institutions will, no doubt, have a positive impact on this process.

Under the Turkish constitutional system, the word ‘minorities’ covers only
groups of persons defined and recognised as such on the basis of multilateral or

bilateral agreements to which Turkey is party.

The Turkish constitutional system is based on the equality of citizens before the
law, and fundamental rights and freedoms are enjoyed and exercised individually
in accordance with the relevant law. It is a nation-state composed of citizens who

are equal before the law regardless of their origin.

‘Minority rights’ in Turkey are regulated in accordance with the Lausanne
Peace Treaty of 1923. According to this treaty, Turkish citizens belonging to non-
Muslim minorities fall within the scope of the term ‘minority’. Turkish legislation
which is based on the Treaty of Lausanne contains the term ‘non-Muslim minority’

only. The term ‘minority’ cannot be used for Muslim Turkish citizens.
Turkish citizens belonging to non-Muslim minorities have:
- 196 places of worship
- 42 primary and secondary schools
- 138 foundations
- 5 hospitals
- 9 newspapers

There is no restriction for Turkish citizens belonging to non-Muslim minorities

as regards the use of their language in private and in public.
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For all Turkish citizens, the language to be used before administrative
authorities and courts is Turkish. It is the official language; however, if a person

does not speak Turkish, an interpreter is provided.

Turkish citizens enjoy equal access to education in accordance with Article 42
of the Constitution, without discrimination. Additionally, Turkish citizens
belonging to non-Muslim minorities as stipulated by the Lausanne Peace Treaty

can benefit from positive discrimination.

The educational institutions of Turkish citizens belonging to non-Muslim
minorities are regulated by the Law on Private Education Institutions. In minority
schools, the mother tongue of Turkish citizens belonging to non-Muslim minorities
is taught as a compulsory course of equal duration to the Turkish language
component. In these schools, the courses, except Turkish and Turkish culture, are

taught in their own language.

According to Article 67 of the Constitution, all Turkish citizens participate in
political activities on an equal footing. The law on political parties prohibits
discrimination on, inter alia, religious and racial grounds and safeguards the

principle of equality before the law.

I am certain that this day in Istanbul will bring forth fruitful discussions and
will help us all to better understand minority issues in the Balkans. With these
thoughts in mind I would like to wish you all every success in your deliberations.
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Hans Georg MAJER

In the vast area of the Ottoman Empire, a variety of ethnically and
linguistically diverse groups lived under extremely differing conditions. The most
important of these groups were Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Jews, Armenians, Greeks,
Albanians, Kopts, Vlachs, Gypsies, Slavs of the Balkans and Hungarians. The
composition of the population varied according to time and place. The Turks were
by no means a dominant majority in every corner of the empire. Hardly any group

lived in an ethnically pure and isolated way. As almost everybody had contacts

This paper has drawn heavily upon material in Hans Georg Majer, “The
functioning of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious state: the Ottoman Empire,”
European Review, 5 (3) (1997), pp. 257-265, which is reproduced here with
permission.

** Prof. Dr., University of Munich (hg.majer@noi.fak12.uni-muenchen.de)
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with ‘others’, prejudice and aggression, as well as the inclination to tease the
‘other’ was not missing, but people had become used to living in a multi-ethnic and
multi-religious society, which enabled them to avoid many a conflict. Certainly,
even before the region fell victim to nationalism, the Ottoman Empire did not live
in an atmosphere of undisturbed harmony. But all these groups lived together for
centuries without experiencing conflict as the predominant factor of their existence.
This situation, which some call Pax Ottomanica, was made possible by special

conditions, as we shall see.

Before the law, the different groups were not equal. On the basis of the shari’a,
the state dealt with them according to their religion. Most of them were Muslims,
Jews or Christians, showing even among themselves a variety of religious shades.
Only the Muslims possessed all rights, Jews and Christians in many respects had
only reduced rights. Women were generally considered inferior to men and
accordingly had fewer rights and duties. Slaves were, at the same time, persons and

things, but not devoid of some rights.

Non-Muslims (zimmis) were allowed to live according to their religion as long
as their religious practices did not provoke Muslims. Appearing in court, they
counted only as half a witness, but at the same time suffered only half the
punishment. They were not accepted for military service but had to pay a poll-tax
instead. Nevertheless, they knew which rights they had, and which they had not. As
long as they kept within the framework of their rights they could live relatively
undisturbed lives, earning a livelihood and even having the chance to become

prosperous.

However, the prescriptions of the shari’a were one thing; the reality of life was
another. In fact, only those being or becoming Muslim were able to make use of all
the possibilities that the empire offered. Descent played no role; the decisive
factors were to be a Muslim, to be able to speak Turkish and to be a capable
person. Many a foreigner ‘became Turk’. The bulk of new Muslims, however, for
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many reasons came voluntarily from among the non-Muslims living within the

empire.

Systematic conversion undertaken by the state was limited to a number of
Christian boys. They were taken from their families by the devsirme, had to learn
Turkish and convert to Islam. They became members of the elite troop of the
Janissaries, or of the leading political elite dominating the Ottoman state for
centuries. Several of them did not forget their origin and adorned their native
places with mosque complexes, bazaars or bridges. Of course, these men, other
than Turkish, still spoke their Slav, Greek, Albanian or Armenian mother tongue

and in many respects connected the ethnic and religious groups of the empire.

The Ottoman state was mainly interested in tranquillity, order, taxes and the
military. In order to realize these aims, not only Muslims were drawn into the
service of the state. Non-Muslims could benefit from several privileges, mostly tax
exemptions. In addition, although military service in principle was restricted to
Muslims, in early Ottoman times there were Christian sipahis, mostly members of
former noble families, and even in later times there was the mixed
Muslim-Christian troop of the Martoloses, who guarded fortresses and served as

police units.

The Muslim and Christian rural population, the reaya, experienced the
Ottoman state above all as soldiers and tax collectors. In cases of oppression, the
reaya were free to apply to the kadi or directly to the sultan or his counsel, the
divan-i hiimayun, as thousands of entries in registers of the Ottoman archives show

us.

On the whole, the Ottoman state — in contrast to modern states — had no
obsession with ruling and regulating everything. Only when its essential interests
were touched did the state intervene. By restricting its activities in this way, the
Ottoman state left room for others and interfered only when asked to do so.
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Of course, interference was unavoidable right after a conquest. The first
consequences were drastic. But then the newly conquered territory had to be
incorporated permanently, and the gains had to be secured. Tranquillity and a
continuous stream of taxes could only be achieved by avoiding radical changes.
Thus, the Ottomans were inclined not to disturb the conditions of life and the mode
of production of newly incorporated subjects. Quite often, they just took over the
regulations, especially agricultural regulations, used by their predecessors, even
from non-Muslim states. This was, for example, the case with the Serbian and

Bosnian mining law.

Non-Muslims had been living in the Ottoman state from the beginning. The
sultan had even granted refuge to great numbers of Jews expelled from Spain. Non-
Muslims paid taxes, and the Jews in particular stimulated the economy. The non-
Muslims, however, were not always where they were needed most. In these cases,
the Ottoman state used the method of siirgiin (resettlement), which in other cases
was used to neutralise unruly Muslim groups in an environment foreign to them.
Stirgiin thus contributed to the mixture of ethnic and religious groups in the
Ottoman Empire. The most impressive example of siirgiin was the repopulation of
Constantinople after its capture in 1453. Such forceful measures at first threw
things into a state of uncertainty. But Istanbul began to flourish again, and the same
may be said of many other places and regions. Prosperity and poverty differed
according to time and place and was not simply bound to a particular religious or
ethnic group, but, of course, it was the high state officials who always had the best
opportunity to amass riches.

Since the Ottomans had started to think and write about their state in the
sixteenth century, we know that they were aware of the fact that the state could
only prosper when its subjects were well-off. The most important bases for the
prosperity of state and people in their eyes were justice and social stability. The
idea that everyone should retain his social and legal position was a widely held
opinion and mirrored the reality of life. People knew their place in life, whether

they were Muslims, Jews, Christians or slaves.

Minorit