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Introduction 

I spent the summer of 1989 (July-August) in Istanbul on my second 

Turkish language course. At the time I was working on a Master-degree 

in Balkan Studies at the University of Copenhagen and had studied both 

Bulgarian and Turkish, although I still read quite slowly with the help 

of a dictionary. I sensed the importance of the political confrontation 

between Bulgaria and Turkey related to the Bulgarian Turks and fol-

lowed the developments during the summer day by day. My main source 

of information was the press and in particular I followed the large main-

stream newspaper Milliyet. I had planned to go to the Balkan conference 

in Sofia in the beginning of September, but after the border closed on 

22 August it was not possible to book a regular ticket.1 Eventually I 

crossed the border on 30 August at Kapıkule/Kapitan Andreevo and 

stayed in Sofia until 6 September. In Sofia a friend of mine supplied me 

with press clippings from the party newspaper Rabotnichesko Delo, 

which became my main Bulgarian source for the period in question.2  

In his recent book Tomasz Kamusella refers to the expulsion of Mus-

lims from communist Bulgaria as the “forgotten 89.”3 At the time it can 

hardly be said to have gone unnoticed. It was routinely referred as the 

largest population movement in Europe since the Second World War. 

On the other hand, it is understandable that it quickly came in the 

 
* Assistant Professor of Balkan Political History, School of Political Sciences, Aris-
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1 I was in a class for advanced student and my classmate Janos Hovari tried to secure 

a place for me on a Hungarian tourist bus he was taking to the conference. This fell 

through so eventually I took the train to Edirne, a taxi to the border, walked across the 

border, hitchhiked to Svilengrad train station and took a train to Sofia via Plovdiv. 

Janos Hovari later served as Hungaria’s ambassador to Turkey 2012-2014. 
2 Vemund Aarbakke, “Eksodus fra Bulgaria sommeren 1989” (Exodus from Bulgaria 

in the summer of 1989), Nordisk Øst-Forum, 1 (1990): 3-20. In this paper all transla-

tions into English are my own. 
3 Tomasz Kamusella, Ethnic Cleansing During the Cold War: The Forgotten 1989. 

Expulsion of Turks from Communist Bulgaria (Abingdon, Oxon and New York, 2019). 
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shadow of the sweeping changes that took place in the heart of Europe 

just a few months later and culminated in the fall of the Berlin wall. The 

event led later to a lot of soul searching in Bulgaria and recently there 

has been many commemorative conferences in Turkey.  

Population movements between Bulgaria and Turkey is nothing 

new. There were large waves of Muslims fleeing Bulgaria in connection 

to the Russo-Turkish War (1877-78) and the Firsts Balkan War. Bul-

garians were forced out of Eastern Thrace during the Second Balkan 

War and today no one remains, while there is still a sizeable Turkish 

minority in Bulgaria hovering around 10% of the population.4 

 

The Bulgarian “Rebirth” 

The events of 1989 have their roots in the so-called “process of rebirth” 

(or “process of revival”) that culminated in the name-changing cam-

paign of 1984-1985. The Bulgarian obsession with creating a “homo-

geneous” nation is not unique. It is partly related to general develop-

ments in Europe during the last couple of centuries. In its Balkan ver-

sion it is also troubled by the woes of going from empire to nation-states 

and national identities imbued with a strong religious component. We 

can, for example, see many similarities with the Bulgarian case in the 

Greek and Turkish national models. After the population exchange in 

1923 each of them sought to assimilate co-religionists into a Greek and 

Turkish identity respectively, while those who adhered to other reli-

gions were never fully embraced as proper citizens.  

The Bulgarian policies during the period 1984-1989 are conse-

quently not totally unprecedented, but they represent an extreme form 

of this procedure. They were based on an overestimation of the possi-

bilities of an authoritarian state to impose a policy by force and a disre-

gard of the human and social factors involved. There are various previ-

ous Bulgarian instances of forced conversion or pressure on the Mus-

lims. I can briefly mention the forced conversion campaign of the 

Pomaks in 1913, the activities of the Rodina society on the eve of WWII 

 
4 For a concise overview in English, see the chapters by Nikolai Vukov and Ahmet 

İçduygu & Deniz Sert in Hans Vermeulen et al. (ed.), Migration in the Southern Bal-

kans, From Ottoman Territory to Globalized Nation States (Cham Heidelberg New 

York Dordrecht London: Springer Nature, 2015). 
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and the forced mass migration in 1951 during the early phase of com-

munist rule. The so-called “rebirth campaign” attempted nothing less 

than to eradicate every vestige of Turkish presence in Bulgaria. This 

included the use of Turkish in public places, traditional Muslim clothes, 

Islamic traditions and rituals connected with Bayrams, marriage, cir-

cumcision, etc.5  

While an authoritarian top-down approach is not uncommon in many 

countries, it may be questioned why it took on such an extreme form in 

the Bulgarian case. It can best be described as a combination of insecu-

rity, an authoritarian tradition and ideological inflexibility. Some of the 

factors that have been put forward to explain this insecurity were the 

recent Cyprus invasion (1974) and the relatively high Muslim birth rate 

with the concomitant effect this would have on the ethnic balance in 

Bulgaria.6 An additional factor may have been the need for scapegoats 

to divert attention away from inherent problems of the regime. 

Independently of outside factors, however, we should keep in mind 

the innate authoritarian character of Bulgarian socialism and national-

ism. The “reconstruction of Bulgarian names” originated supposedly in 

a voluntary and spontaneous desire to obtain Bulgarian names as a sign 

of rebirth into the Bulgarian nation. The intensity of the campaign was 

related to the 1985 census and represented a bureaucratic obliteration 

of the Turkish presence in Bulgaria. The name-changing campaign was 

carried out with great brutality. Within two months –late December 

1984 to February 1985– they changed the names on some 800,000 per-

sons. In rural districts this happened at gunpoint after soldiers surround-

ed the villages early in the morning. Islam was not explicitly outlawed, 

and those concerned were henceforth referred to as “Bulgarian Mus-

lims” or “reborn Bulgarians.” The campaign was directed more specif-

ically against the Turkish identity. 

A less discussed issue is the lack of resistance within the Communist 

Party and the role of those who supported the rebirth process. The re-

gime was able to mobilize part of the Bulgarian intelligentsia to provide 

 
5 For a critical assessment, see Mihail Gruev–Alexei Kalionski, Възродителният 

процес. Мюсюлманските общности и комунистическият режим (The Revival 

Process. Muslim Communities and the Communist Regime) (Sofia, 2008), 106-176. 
6 Professor Orlin Zagorov, “The Ideology of Revanchism and Expansionism,” Rabot-

nichesko Delo, 1-7-1989. 
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credibility to the Rebirth Process. Interestingly, the Party also involved 

the Muslim elite in its campaign. Part of the Muslim leadership, includ-

ing the Head Mufti Nedim Gendev, and part of the secular Turkish elite 

also complied and played an active role.7 Some “local muftis” even in-

sisted on the official Bulgarian propaganda to a fact-finding mission by 

the Council of Europe in mid-July 1989 as the exodus unfolded, con-

trary to what could be ascertained on the spot.8 The Communist Party 

had, of course, since the time it came into power created a Muslim elite 

according to its own preferences.9 In some cases we can observe the 

same persons transfer from serving Bulgarian state interests to serving 

Turkish state interests in the time span of a couple of years. For exam-

ple, in Bulgaria Hüseyin Memişoğlu wrote about subjects such as the 

“The contribution of the Bulgarian Turks against capitalism and fas-

cism” or “The Bulgarian Turks’ involvement in the building of social-

ism,” while after moving to Turkey he would provide titles such as “The 

Bulgarian oppression in a historical perspective.”10 

The heavy-handed approach of the Communist Party led naturally to 

strong reactions from the Turkish minority. It would probably have 

been difficult to carry out such a programme under any circumstances, 

although many authoritarian regimes have difficulties with understand-

ing the limits of what can be imposed on the population. We must, how-

ever, also factor in the changes in the international system in order to 

explain subsequent developments. Bulgaria does not seem to have kept 

on top of the important changes that were about to come into effect.  

 

 
7 Mary Neuburger, The Orient Within. Muslim Minorities and the Negotiation of Na-

tionhood in Modern Bulgaria (Ithaca and London: 2004), 77-78.  
8 House of Commons Debates 28 July 1989, vol. 157, cc1474-81. 
9 Ali Eminov, “Islam and Muslims in Bulgaria: A Brief History,” Islamic Studies 36, 

no. 2/3 (1997): 228-229. 
10  Yusein Memishev, Участието на българските турци в борбата против 

капитализма и фашизма 1919-1944 г. (The Participation of the Bulgarian Turks in 

the Struggle against Capitalism and Fascism 1919-1944) (Sofia: 1977); Yusein Mem-

ishev, Задружно в социалистическото строителство на родината (Приобщаване 

на българските турци към изграждането на социализма) [Together in the 

Socialist Construction of the Homeland (Involvement of the Bulgarian Turks in the 

Building of Socialism)] (Sofia: 1984); Doç. Dr. Hüseyin Memişoğlu, Bulgar zulmüne 

tarihi bir bakış (A Historical Look at Bulgarian Oppression) (Ankara: 1989). 
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Outside Reactions 

The campaign did not pass unnoticed, although Bulgaria did its best to 

conceal it. Turkey would naturally be the first country to be alarmed 

about the atrocious treatment of the minority and try to attract interna-

tional attention. Reports started to appear in the western press immedi-

ately following the name changing events. The Council of Europe re-

quested the Government of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria in a res-

olution from September 1985: 

a. to put an immediate end to this repressive policy, and to restore 

their rightful names to all members of the Turkish minority who have 

been obliged to change them by threat or by force; 

b. to put an end to the violation of the rights of members of the ethnic 

and Muslim minorities in Bulgaria in social, cultural and religious 

matters; 

c. to allow the members of these minorities to enjoy fully the rights 

stipulated in international agreements and in the Bulgarian Constitu-

tion; 

d. to allow journalists of the international press as well as diplomats 

accredited in Bulgaria to visit the areas concerned;11 

It should be pointed out that the Council of Europe at this time had 

limited leverage since Bulgaria was not yet a member. Many other or-

ganisations were soon to follow up the criticism. We can mention the 

reports by Helsinki Watch and Amnesty International.12 This resulted 

also in a US Congress hearing.13 The US State Department’s human 

rights report for 1988 pointed out very clearly several features of the 

forced assimilation campaign such as: “Beginning in 1984, the Govern-

 
11 Council of Europe. Resolution 846 (1985) adopted by the Assembly on 26 Septem-

ber 1985 (10th Sitting). The British MP, David Atkinson had prior to this authored the 

report: Situation of ethnic and Muslim minorities in Bulgaria. Doc. 5444, 24-7-1985. 
12 Jeri Leiber, Destroying Ethnic Identity: The Turks of Bulgaria (New York N.Y: 

Helsinki Watch, June 1986); Bjørn Cato Funnemark, The Repression of the Turkish 

and Islamic Minority in Bulgaria (Oslo: Den Norske Helsingforskomite, 1987); Am-

nesty International, Bulgaria: Imprisonment of Ethnic Turks: Human Rights Abuses 

During the Forced Assimilation of the Ethnic Turkish Minority (New York: Amnesty 

International USA, April 1986). 
13 Marvine Howe, “Bulgaria Accused of Persecuting Ethnic Turks,” NY Times, 15-2-

1987. 
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ment has compelled members of the minority to change their Turkish 

given and family names to Bulgarian names, banned the use of the 

Turkish language in any public place including mosques, and banned 

the traditional forms of dress and some religious practices, such as cir-

cumcision.”14  

 

Bulgarian–Turkish Diplomatic Relations 

Turkey’s complaints about Bulgaria in international forums had limited 

success. However, the climate of detente between east and west in the 

second half of the 1980’s raised expectations for negotiated solutions. 

When the foreign ministers of the Balkan countries met in Belgrade 24-

26 February 1988, Bulgaria and Turkey signed an agreement to secure 

free mutual visits of members from separated families. This gave new 

hopes to Bulgarian Turks who were considering emigration. They start-

ed to apply for immigration even before the signing of an agreement 

between Bulgaria and Turkey. Several subsequent meetings took place 

between working groups up until January 1989. However, the Belgrade 

protocol had little practical impact. Later when the exodus started, For-

eign Minister Mesut Yılmaz maintained that it was wrong of Turkey to 

expect a sincere dialogue with Bulgaria. He concluded that Bulgaria 

attempted to use the dialogue process, not to solve the problems, but as 

a devise to get them off the international agenda.15 

 It is important to view some of the central issues in a larger context. 

The demand for free travel was not only a Bulgarian–Turkish issue. It 

held a prominent place in the propaganda war between east and west in 

the period before 1989. A central criticism against the socialist coun-

tries concerned the lack of freedom to travel. A country like Bulgaria 

was very closed to outside visitors and Bulgarian citizens had difficul-

ties in obtaining permission to travel abroad. Radio Free Europe –which 

was in the frontline of western propaganda towards the socialist block– 

would regularly mention the problem of free travel. After 1990 the in-

ternational situation reversed and it was no longer a question of lobby-

 
14 U.S. Senate by the Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Prac-

tices: Report Submitted to the Committee on Foreign Affairs, U.S. House of Repre-

sentatives and Committee on Foreign Relations, Vol. 1988 (January 1, 1989): 991. 
15 Derya Sazak, “No miscalculation,” Milliyet, 2-7-1989, 10. 
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ing for travel papers to a few dissidents, but to prevent unrestricted 

travel by large population groups. The events in summer 1989 occurred 

before this shift, which should be taken into account when discussing 

the calculations of the Turkish decision makers. In the period 1985-89 

Turkey demanded repeatedly free and regulated opportunities for mi-

gration as well as guaranteed minority rights for those who remained. 

Bulgaria, on the other hand, claimed steadfastly that there would be no 

mass migration. The situation in Bulgaria grew gradually tenser as time 

passed by and those who reacted against the oppression would be em-

powered by general developments in the international human rights re-

gime.  

The “revival process” was severely criticised in the Vienna meeting 

of CSCE in January 1989. A particularly sticky point for Bulgaria was 

the recognition of national minorities and basic rights. Bulgaria had 

simply defined all its citizens as Bulgarians and would not recognise 

national minorities within its territory.16 Pressure started to build up 

during the first half of the year. By now various activists within Bul-

garia had picked up on the changes in political climate. The Association 

for the Defence of Human Rights in Bulgaria (IADHR), founded in Jan-

uary 1988, would among other things also put the plight of the Turkish 

minority on the agenda and later include members from the minority. 

In late 1988 and January 1989 members of the Turkish minority 

founded two organisations for civil rights: “The Democratic League for 

the Defence of the Rights of Man,” and “The Association for the sup-

port of Vienna 1989” (ASV89). The two organisations cooperated and 

staged various demonstrations during May and communicated with Ra-

dio Free Europe.  

 

The May Events 

It all culminated in the so-called “May events” of 1989, when police 

forces supressed violently mass demonstrations in the main minority 

regions. Later, hunger strikes included demands for the restitution of 

the Muslim names and civil rights according to the Bulgarian constitu-

 
16 Fatme Myuhtar, The Human Rights of Muslims in Bulgaria in Law and Politics 

since 1878 (Sofia: Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, 2003), 78-79. 
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tion and international treaties. The regime responded with mass deten-

tions and the deportation of prominent activists.  

These events coincided with changes in the Bulgarian passport re-

gime. Bulgaria ratified a new passport law in early May that was to take 

effect from September. The new passport law had been in the making 

for a long time and considered to be part of a democratisation process 

that should bring Bulgaria more in line with international human rights 

developments. The passports were issued for a 5-year period and would 

make it easier for Bulgarian citizen to go abroad and return.  

As pressure built up it became clear that the Bulgarian leader, Todor 

Zhivkov, sought to “solve” the problem by expelling the perceived 

“troublemakers.” He announced already on 7 June in a session of the 

Politburo that it would be necessary to expatriate 200-300,000 persons 

from the minority. The main motivation was fear of a significant in-

crease in the minority proportion of the Bulgarian population. The Min-

istry of Internal Affairs was ordered to organise the expulsion of the 

prominent activists and incite the emigration of others. It was also de-

cided to limit the possibilities to liquidate their property and bring with 

them valuables.17  

Since the border to Turkey was closed the first protesters were sent 

to Yugoslavia and Austria. Later, they would in most cases find their 

way to Turkey.  

On 29 May Zhivkov made his fateful appeal to make Turkey open 

the borders: “Afterward the directors of the anti-Bulgarian campaign 

brought up the issue of emigration. They publicly announced that Tur-

key is ready to accept all Bulgarian Muslims who want to emigrate. In 

this context, on behalf of the Bulgarian Muslims and on my personal 

behalf as chairman of the State Council, I would like to appeal most 

ardently to the relevant Turkish authorities. Open the borders for all 

Bulgarian Muslims who would like to go to Turkey on a temporary ba-

sis, or to stay and live there! The time for games is over. Turkey must 

open its borders to the world in accordance with the international norms 

and agreements, precisely as the People’s Republic of Bulgaria did.”18
 

Turkey had seriously miscalculated the situation. Experts in the 

 
17 Myuhtar, op.cit., 81-82. 
18 Daily Reports from Eastern Europe (FBIS), 30-5-1989. 
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Turkish MFA insisted that Zhivkov was bluffing and expected no more 

than 20,000 to come.19 By early July more than 90,000 had already ar-

rived and further development evolved into a standoff between Bulgaria 

and Turkey. It seems as if neither government were fully aware of the 

forces they had set in motion. Officially Bulgaria followed up its inter-

national obligations and allowed all Bulgarian citizens to obtain inter-

national passports. In practice only the Turks obtained passports imme-

diately and as the crisis evolved various efforts were made to incite the 

Turks to emigrate such as psychological pressure, threats by the local 

authorities, etc.  

When looking at the phenomenon of migration it is common to speak 

of “push and pull factors.” As we have seen, there were strong push 

factors originating from Bulgaria, but we should also have in mind the 

effects of Turkey’s patronage. The refugees had strong cultural ties to 

Turkey and many had relatives there. The PM Turgut Özal took a tough 

stand from the outset. The Özal government had lost popularity on the 

domestic scene prior to the opening of the border. The economy was 

not performing well and he was under pressure from the opposition. 

This may have been a contributing factor to his high-handed approach. 

Özal made bold statements such as: I will force Zhivkov to the negoti-

ation table; I will smother Zhivkov; We will put him under such pres-

sure that he cannot resist; The Bulgarians are bluffing; We will make 

them regret what they have done; I told them to send the Turks and they 

were at loss about what to do; It would be no problem if they sent 100-

200,000 more since Turkey is a rich country.20 In Turkey many reacted 

to Özal’s brinkmanship and advocated a more cautious approach. He 

appeared undaunted and said he could have used even stronger lan-

guage. He did not see any problems with the massive arrivals of refu-

gees since Turkey was a great country that should be able to find work 

to them. On a more sober note he stressed the “moderate and legitimate” 

demands to Bulgaria: The immediate return of the minority and human 

rights to the Turks and a migration agreement for the kinsmen (soydaş) 

 
19 “Özal lost his temper,” Milliyet, 23-8-1989. 
20 “Özal met our kinsmen the refugees. ‘I will smother Zhivkov,’” Milliet, 2-7-1989, 

1, 11.  
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who wanted to migrate.21 A frequent motive in Özal’s statements was 

that Bulgaria could send as many refugees it wanted. It would make no 

difference to Turkey if 2 millions arrived. Özal supposedly called Zhiv-

kov’s bluff and claimed there was no possibility that Turkey would 

close the border as had happened in 1950 during the last large migration 

wave. Özal kept up a tough and challenging rhetoric until the exodus 

came to a halt with the closing of the border 22 August. Many of Özal’s 

statement would then come back to haunt him.22 

 

The Public Discourse on the Events. 

It is time to discuss the portrayal of the events in Turkish and Bulgarian 

press during the crisis. As we have already seen by the examples in-

volving Özal, the writings in the domestic press in each country had 

quite a different character than the diplomatic discourse. It can roughly 

be described as a confrontation between Bulgarian and Turkish nation-

alism. My Bulgarian material is very one-dimensional, which can be 

explained by the type of government at the time. There was apparently 

a more uniform control of the press and after all my main material came 

from the party newspaper. The Turkish material was more diverse. 

There was a mixture of highly emotional anti-Bulgarian writings, 

straightforward reportage and more in-depth analysis. It goes without 

saying that Turkey too has gone through periods with tighter control of 

the press both before and after these events.  

Much of the Turkish newspaper reports were characterised by slo-

gan-like expressions such as: “Our kinsmen who have been expelled 

from Bulgaria.” The Train No. 481, which brought the refugees, was 

referred to as the “Train of Shame.” Foreign Minister Mesut Yılmaz 

used phrases such as: “a shameful crime” “a serious and massive viola-

tion of human rights, “cultural genocide,” “crime against humanity.” 

The newspapers had pictures of people kissing the Turkish flag and 

Turkish soil on arrival. In the beginning it was stressed that Turkey as 

a rich country was ready to receive them with open arms. Bulgaria was 

 
21 “Prime Minister Özal thinks he has been mild in his criticism of the Bulgarian 

leader,” Milliyet, 6-7-1989, 14. 
22 See the summary of Özal’s rhetoric in Altan Öymen, “From I opened to I closed,” 

Milliyet, 22-8-1989, 1. 
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accused of various guileful devices such as splitting families on pur-

pose. Other reports portrayed the adventures of people who had fled 

miraculously. Some of the problems could of course have reasonable 

explanations. It is for example not so strange that persons who were 

about to do their military service were not granted passports. The Bul-

garian Turks had certainly no reason to trust their government after the 

recent events, but accusations of radioactive injections and killing of 

infants were without basis in reality.23 In fact the question of radioac-

tive injections was brought before the World Health Organisation, 

which later could confirm that they did not find other substances in the 

Bulgarian Turks than those that were part of the regular vaccination 

programme.24 Gradually, more sober evaluations of the government 

policy appeared and many commentators were critical to the lack of 

preparations before the borders opened and the insufficient support for 

those who had arrived.25 We can also observe more bellicose exclama-

tions that could only fan the flames of the already tense situation. A 

report from protest meeting in Samsun and İzmit mentions slogans such 

as: “Zhivkov is a murderer,” “We want weapons against the Bulgari-

ans,” “People and Army hand in hand to Sofia.”26 There was also talk 

about territorial compensation, which supposedly would rectify land 

losses from the Russo-Turkish war (1877-1878)!27 On the other hand 

we also had admonitions against this kind of clamour. The journalist 

Mehmet Ali Birand warned against the bad impression this could pre-

sent to outsiders.28 Another commentator also considered slogans like 

“send the army to Sofia” totally out of place, but only because Bulgaria 

was under the protections of the Soviet Union. He claimed that if some-

 
23 Asuman Aydan, “The substance the Bulgarians injected has been identified ‘radio-

active vaccination,’” Milliyet, 2-7-1989, 14.  
24 “WHO repudiates rumours of lethal injections. The fears of misuse are without ba-

sis,” Politiken, 10-10-1989. 
25 For characteristic examples, see Sami Kohen, “The other side of the refugee ques-

tion,” Milliyet, 3-8-1989, 11; Altan Öymen, “Refugee impressions…,” Milliyet, 4-8-

1989, 1. 
26 Aydan, op.cit., 14. 
27 “Yılmaz wants joint action by the Muslims countries. There will be demands for 

compensation to Sofia,” Milliyet, 19-7-1989, 13. 
28 M. Ali Birand, “We will not be able to enforce an economic embargo,” Milliyet, 4-

7-1989, 9. 
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thing similar had happened to the Turkish minority in Western Thrace 

(Greece), then the structure of the NATO alliance would not prevent 

Turkey from responding with armed intervention.29 After the closing of 

the border the senior diplomat and politician, Kâmran İnan, criticised 

Mesut Yılmaz for the lack of determination in the early stages. He 

claimed that Turkey could have made a stronger stand and carried out 

military manoeuvres in Thrace.30 

On a more sober note, Özal and Turkish diplomacy tried to use the 

available opportunities to advance their cause in international forums. 

Turkey attempted to corner Bulgaria by appealing to international law. 

Özal would question how long Bulgaria could continue with this “crime 

against humanity” and avoid negotiations with Turkey. He reckoned 

that Bulgaria would not be able to withstand international pressure since 

the entire western world except for Greece condemned Bulgaria.31  

The Bulgarian press mirrored the Turkish press. The two sides would 

remain polar opposites as the events unfolded. In the beginning the Bul-

garian press had difficulties with explaining why there was such a great 

exodus. It was ascribed to some kind of collective madness, or peer 

pressure. The newspapers were rife with articles about poverty, lack of 

social security and political oppression in Turkey. Particular mention 

was made of Pan-Turkism and Turkish expansionism. Gradually many 

stories appeared concerning people who resisted strongly against leav-

ing the country or went into hiding in order to avoid pressure to leave. 

A journalist mentioned young girls who committed suicide in order to 

remain in the place they were born. He made grim predictions about 

what kind of life was in store for girls who went to Asia Minor.32 Sim-

ilarly the newspapers hosted stories of parents who were not able to 

persuade their children to join them since they were satisfied with their 

life in Bulgaria: “The bond to the fatherland was greater than the bond 

to their parents.”33 There are many other stories of children who resisted 

 
29 Coşkun Karca, “Is there no solution?,” Milliyet, 19-7-1989, 9. 
30 “Özal lost his temper,” Milliyet, 23-8-1989, 12.  
31 “Prime Minister Özal,” 14. 
32 Dimitar Deliyski, “Pictures from the border 10 days ago,” Rabotnichesko Delo,       

1-7-1989. 
33 Stoyko Kafov, “A Family story. But the two sisters stayed…,” Rabotnichesko Delo, 

10-7-1989. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Balkan Studies 54 (2021) 231 

 

social norms in order to avoid leaving.34 Workers in the tobacco fields 

proclaimed proudly “We will stay to live and work in Bulgaria.”35 

Later when people started to return to Bulgaria, many were report-

edly shocked by what they saw in Turkey of economic exploitation and 

child labour.36 There were reports of harassment on the Turkish side 

before they left.37 Returning refugees made pathetic declarations that 

they would pay for their mistakes by hard work and devotion towards 

Bulgaria. Not only would the newspapers stress that the Bulgarian 

Turks had been deceived, they claimed that many who remained in Tur-

key wanted to return but were scared by claims that they would get into 

trouble with the Bulgarian authorities if they went.38  

A special place was reserved for lambasting the Voice of Turkey 

broadcasts. It was claimed to have surpassed any level of disinfor-

mation, lies, slander and immorality. It came with seditious appeals and 

allusions such as: “You must not discontinue your resistance, you must 

not lose faith. In order to be strong it is not always enough to be right. 

You, our kinsmen, are right and strong because Turkey speaks up for 

you and your struggle is obtaining an international dimension.”39 The 

article further accused Turkey of interference in the internal affairs of a 

sovereign state and stressed that the new political climate demanded 

correct behaviour in international relations. The “Voice of Turkey” was 

said to serve opposite goals. It was used to present accusations against 

Bulgaria about terror and oppression – a country that guaranteed her 

citizens the right to travel freely abroad and return. The article contin-

ued with repeating the Bulgarian claim of voluntary “unification of the 

 
34 Temenuzhka Raduloba, “The wedding was cancelled,” Rabotnichesko Delo, 7-8-

1989. 
35 Ninko Gruev, “Workers from the village Pokrayna. ‘Where can we find more pros-

perity? We are staying,’” Rabotnichesko Delo, 10-7-1989. 
36 Nikolay Golemanov, “Those whom Ankara betrayed return home,” Rabotnichesko 

Delo, 24-8-1989. 
37 Nikolay Golemanov, “A planned move.” Rabotnichesko Delo, 22-8-1989. 
38 Nikolay Kolev, “Will the closing of the border shut out the delusions as well?,” 

Rabotnichesko Delo, 6-9-1989. See also Sofia News, 4-10-1989. 
39 Mihail Yanchev, “Why does the ‘Voice of Turkey’spread hatred?,” Rabotnichesko 

Delo, 23-8-1989. 
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Bulgarian nation” and castigated Turkey for oppressing the Kurds and 

persecuting violently the left.40  

Another Bulgarian strategy was to counter Turkish accusations by 

referring to reports on Turkey’s human rights practices. This highlights 

the practice of selective use of human rights reports with no real com-

mitment to the spirit of them. In early July a Bulgarian newspaper re-

ferred to an article in the International Herald Tribune where the lawyer 

and Vice President of Helsinki Watch, Alice H. Henkin, expressed her 

discontent with the US in the CSCE conference on the Human Dimen-

sion in Paris. She thought the US should have taken a firmer stand when 

it came to the issue of torture in Turkey. She accused the US of having 

double standard and avoiding criticism of allies no matter how bad the 

violations were.41 When representatives from Helsinki Watch together 

with US senators and congressmen visited the Bulgarian-Turkish bor-

der, their Bulgarian counterparts had the audacity to portray the closing 

of the border by Turkey as an inhuman act.42 

 

The Closing of the Border 

The question of closing the border emerged already in May. By early 

August the strains were apparent on both sides. The stream of refugees 

could not continue and Bulgaria complained about delays at the border. 

The special train that brought the Bulgarian Turks after mutual agree-

ment –the so-called “Train of Shame”– was cancelled on 17 August. 

Bulgarian customs officials could also tell that Turkish authorities from 

time to time would slow down the border procedure on purpose. The 

Bulgarian newspapers gloated over the Turkish problems with handling 

the stream of refugees and the broken promises. They claimed that now 

the Bulgarian Turks could see what was their real homeland and stress-

sed that thousands of people were left stranded after the Turkish gov-

ernment decided unilaterally not to accept more Bulgarian citizens. Re-

ports from the border point showed incredulous refugees on their way 

to Turkey who could not believe that Turkey went back on its words. A 

 
40 Yanchev, “Why does.” 
41 Nenko Seymenliyski, “Rhetorics and ‘double standard,’” Rabotnichesko Delo, 11-

7-1989. 
42 “Visit to the Border Crossing,” Rabotnichesko Delo, 22-8-1989. 
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perplexed elderly man exclaimed in disbelief that he could not under-

stand how Özal reneged on his promises he had heard himself on Turk-

ish radio. The journalist concluded that Özal did not give a damn about 

them and the difficulties they encountered. Özal was simply using them 

as a tool against Bulgaria.43 

Turkish newspapers complained about the bad organisation of the 

refugee reception. Among other things it became clear that the govern-

ment had no idea where 100,000 of them had settled. Disapproval of 

Özal’s handling came to the forefront after the border closed. It was 

seen as a big defeat and a loss of face. The opposition newspapers lev-

elled strong criticism against the government. They thought Turkey had 

lost credibility towards the international society and the Bulgarian 

Turks and reminded Özal about his big words. Or as a newspaper wrote: 

“After Germany and England, the last country to demand visas from 

Turks is… Turkey.”44 

A senior commentator called the refugee conflict a “war of attrition.” 

A confrontation to show who was strongest. He considered it a test for 

both the domestic and foreign policy of the two countries. According to 

him Bulgaria won and Turkey lost face because of the irresponsible ap-

proach of the government. Zhivkov had allegedly planned to get rid of 

those minority members he could not assimilate and thus close the mi-

nority issue. Turkey’s first mistake was to cancel the visa requirement, 

which opened the door to the unmanageable wave. Bulgaria soon felt 

the harm to the economy when much of the workforce left. It could even 

have led to the fall of the regime if the wave had continued for a couple 

of more weeks. In the end, however, it was not the weak Bulgaria but 

the strong Turkey that threw in the towel following a decision by the 

PM. The main reasons were the chaotic situation and the public reac-

tions, in other words domestic politics. Zhivkov could now reap the 

benefit. The wave stopped and he could tell the “kinsmen” that Turkey 

did not want them. The remaining minority members would lose all il-

lusions and after a while the case would be over. It gave the impression 

that Turkey was not a fatherland to be trusted and Turks abroad, with 

 
43 Nikolay Golemanov, “The polite invitation was revoked,” Rabotnichesko Delo, 23-
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234 Vemund Aarbakke 

  

the Western-Thrace Turks first in line, could no longer put their hope 

in Turkey.45 This happened after Turkey had presented itself as a sav-

iour to the minority that would under no circumstances close the border. 

 

Diplomatic initiatives – Council of Europe 

At first Turkey claimed that Bulgaria refused any negotiations. How-

ever, it was not so simple. Gradually it became clear that Bulgaria re-

fused negotiations where Turkey had set the agenda.46 Attempts at ne-

gotiations stranded partly because Bulgaria insisted to include issues 

that were sensitive to Turkey. When Turkey asked for a meeting in May 

to discuss family reunions, Bulgaria wanted to include issues such the 

human rights situation for Kurds, publication of the Vienna final Act 

document in Turkey, as well as the general situation for human rights 

and fundamental freedoms.47 This made Turkey cancel the meeting. 

Bulgaria accused Turkey of attempting to exploit the Vienna final act 

in bilateral meetings in order to obtain one-sided advantages.48 Turkish 

political commentators were also acutely aware of possible pitfalls if 

Turkey went on a human rights campaign.49 During the summer Turkey 

generally argued for a predefined agenda for talks, while Bulgaria ar-

gued for an open agenda. In short Turkey made attempts to obtain rights 

over the minority in Bulgaria, and Bulgaria refused to comply. The dip-

lomat Bilâl N. Şimşir presented succinctly the Turkish perspective pre-

vious to the events: “Their [The Bulgarian Turks’] problems are not an 

interior matter solely for Bulgaria; Turkey, too, has authority, respon-

sibility and rights over these people. This has been the case since the 

Bulgarian Princedom was founded.”50 

 
45 M. Ali.Birand, “Who won?”, Milliyet, 22-8-1989, 9. 
46 “Prime Minister Özal,” 14. 
47 This was a tricky issue in Turkey and generally avoided, with some notable excep-

tions such as Aziz Nesin, Bulgaristan’da Türkler, Türkiye’de Kürtler (The Turks of 

Bulgaria, the Kurds of Turkey) (Istanbul: 1989). 
48 Nikolay Golemanov, “The polite invitations was revoked,” Rabotnichesko Delo, 

23-8-1989. 
49 M. Ali Birand. “We have reached a crossroad in the Bulgaria policy...,” Milliyet, 

22-7-1989, 9. 
50 B. N. Simsir, Glimpses on the Turkish Minority in Bulgaria (Ankara: 1986), 19. 
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This was also more or less the sticking point for Bulgaria. Bulgaria 

would not grant Turkey the right to formally act as the patron of the 

minority. It should be noticed that Bulgaria and Greece kept a common 

policy towards Turkey during the 1980s. The Ankara correspondent of 

a major Greek newspaper identified immediately the problem as Turk-

ish attempts to obtain special rights by taking on the role as the protector 

of the minority.51  

Soviet diplomacy became involved without any tangible results. 

Most of the Turkish ministers considered Moscow’s initiative a tactical 

game. It was claimed that entering negotiations only after an oral assur-

ance could lead to unpredictable developments and ultimately become 

a repetition of the Belgrade protocol. In that case it would only benefit 

the Bulgarian side. If discussions took place the international pressure 

would abate.52 

The press complained about lack of western support and ascribed it 

to the fact that they were Turks and Muslims. Turkish attempts to gain 

support from Muslim countries, however, did not meet with more suc-

cess. It is not correct so say that there was no pressure on Bulgaria and 

it may not have been of primary importance that Turkey was a Muslim 

country. During this period condemnation of communist human rights 

abuse was high on the agenda and targeted more systematically than 

“western” Turkey. On the other hand, Bulgaria took advantage of the 

new thaw in east-west relations and tried at the same time to expose 

Turkey’s problems with neighbours. According to Bulgarian claims, 

refugees were settled in Kurdistan and North Cyprus.  

In order to obtain a better picture of the international factor we can 

look in more detail at the role of the Council of Europe. The Council of 

Europe had been involved since the early days of the Bulgarian name 

campaign as in the aforementioned Resolution 846.53 In 1985, however, 

the Bulgarian authorities did not respond to requests for a fact-finding 

visit. Only in 1989, when Bulgaria realised that the parliamentary as-

sembly would debate a report, did the Bulgarian authorities finally 

 
51 Gerasimos Zarkadis, «Η έξοδος της μουσουλμανικής μειονότητας από τη Βουλγα-

ρία» (The Exodus of the Muslim Minority from Bulgaria), To Vima, 2-7-1989, 19. 
52 Nur Batur, “In the diplomacy corridor,” Milliyet, 20-7-1989. 
53 Council of Europe, Resolution 846 adopted by the Assembly on 26 September 1985 

(10th Sitting). 
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agree to a visit. On 21 June, Britain invoked the first stage of the human 

dimension mechanism established under the Helsinki process. A Com-

mission of Inquiry consisting of David Atkinson (conservative–UK), 

together with Manuel Nunez (Socialist–Spain) and Friedrich Probst 

(Liberal–Austria) visited Bulgaria for a week in early July. At this time 

the Council of Europe would also express its alarm because of the in-

creasing number of refugees of Bulgarian nationality belonging to an 

ethnic and Muslim minority and called for a constructive dialogue be-

tween Bulgaria and Turkey.54 

David Atkinson spoke in the British parliament about his experi-

ences already on 28 July before the official report appeared. According 

to him Britain had emphasised repeatedly to the Bulgarian Government 

that it should reverse its policy. The desire to leave the country was an 

indication of the pent-up frustration. There was no chance of succeed-

ing with the assimilation process and it was in Bulgaria’s own interest 

to resolve the matter fairly. He had been at the border himself a week 

earlier and portrayed his impressions primarily as a human tragedy and 

humanitarian disaster. He stressed that the Bulgarian Turks were in ef-

fect refugees and not tourists as Bulgaria claimed. He put the blame 

squarely on Bulgaria and stressed the need for reversing the policy: “I 

believe that this tragedy was avoidable. Despite all the rhetoric and 

propaganda from both sides, it stems principally from the Bulgarian 

Government’s policy to assimilate. I appreciate that they describe that 

as a process of national consolidation. However, they want to assimi-

late, integrate and regulate the ethnic Turkish population at the expense 

of its identity, culture and way of life. To the Turks, that represents their 

self-respect, indeed their very soul.”55  

He would, however, also mention the aggravation caused by inflam-

matory broadcasts of the Voice of Turkey encouraging resistance and 

offering a haven to all. Finally, he pointed out that at the end of the day 

the problems could only be resolved bilaterally between the Bulgarian 

Government and the Turkish Government. An agreement should result 

 
54 Council of Europe, Recommendation 1109. Situation of refugees of Bulgarian na-

tionality in Turkey. Text adopted by the Standing Committee, acting on behalf of the 

Assembly, on 6 July 1989. 
55 House of Commons Debates 28 July 1989, vol. 157, cc1474-81. 
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in safeguarding the rights of those who wanted to leave as well as those 

who desired to stay.56  

The Council of Europe report would appear in September, but al-

ready in early August comments to the first draft appeared in the Turk-

ish press. The report criticised Bulgaria but tried concurrently to be 

“even handed.” According to the draft report the Turks were not forced 

to flee Bulgaria. They went at their own wish because of restrictions on 

their religion and the name change campaign in 1984-1985. However, 

the report made clear recommendations to Bulgaria about the need of 

providing education in the minority language, securing possibility of 

return for those who desired so, etc. Bulgarian claims that the Turks 

were Bulgarians who had been converted by force in previous centuries 

were dismissed as ridiculous. The disturbances were thought to be 

partly influenced by the Conference on the Human Dimension of the 

CSCE in Paris in June as Bulgaria passed a new passport law within the 

framework of the Vienna final act. The report accused Turkish politi-

cians, newspapers and TRT for aggravating the crisis. The Voice of 

Turkey encouraged the Bulgarian Turks to apply immediately for pass-

ports so that they could see that it would only be given to Christians at 

a time when the new passports were not ready in the municipalities. In 

the early phase of the exodus Turkish radio also talked incessantly 

about the migrants’ success in finding jobs and housing. In other cases 

exaggerated claims by Turkey could be dismissed after inquiries in Bul-

garia. Of the alleged hundreds of deaths related to the demonstrations, 

only three could be confirmed. Turkish exaggerations probably dam-

aged the overall credibility of Turkey and made it easier to confront the 

accusations with counter arguments. Some of the finer points may have 

been lost on the committee. Bulgaria was sometimes able to mislead the 

Commission by employing more credible arguments than the Turkish 

side. A case in point is the question of circumcision. The Bulgarian in-

terlocutors convinced the Commission that circumcisions were carried 

out freely according to Bulgarian law as long as it was done according to 

proper medical procedures, but could not be done by unqualified persons. 

The commission found no concrete proof of restrictions on civil rights. It 

was considered that all the problems started from the name changing 
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campaign in 1984-85. The Austrian rapporteur, Friedrich Probst, also 

displayed a critical attitude towards Turkey and mentioned the lack of 

tolerance towards minorities and the denial of Kurdish identity.57 

The Council of Europe finally adopted Resolution 927 on 26 Sep-

tember. The exodus was labelled a major human tragedy caused by “the 

serious denial of their rights –name-changing, ban on speaking Turkish 

and restrictions on the practice of their religion– and because they are 

encouraged by offers of resettlement through the Turkish media.” It was 

observed that the Belgrade protocol had not been implemented and en-

couraged a constructive dialogue between the Bulgarian and the Turk-

ish Governments with a view to establishing more satisfactory neigh-

bourly relations that would lead to a migration agreement between the 

two countries. The Council of Europe appealed to the governments of 

member states to provide concrete and co-ordinated aid to Turkey in 

order to settle the exiles. The resolution urged the Bulgarian Govern-

ment to end immediately its policy of forced assimilation and grant its 

ethnic and Muslim minority the rights of a minority in the spirit of the 

concluding document adopted by the Vienna CSCE review meeting of 

January 1989. It also urged the Turkish authorities “as a gesture of 

goodwill, to avoid any propaganda element in its information services 

to the ethnic and Muslim minority in Bulgaria.”58  

Representatives from Bulgaria and Turkey met in Kuwait 30 Octo-

ber for a last-ditch attempt before the subsequent regime change in Bul-

garia. Bulgaria was more or less compelled to accept Turkey’s invita-

tion after its international standing had reached an all-time low. Turkey 

was looking for a way to regulate the relations after struggling to ac-

commodate the massive influx. The main concerns of Turkey were to 

secure the ethnic Turks their religious freedom, the right to use their 

mother tongue and the opportunity to recover their traditional names. 

The Bulgarian side was dragging its feet and did not display any sincere 

interest in settling the issue. Bulgaria refused adamantly to comply to 

 
57 Ali H. Yurtsever, “The Council of Europe’s Bulgaria Report is Ready. Sofia’s 
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Turkish demands for a comprehensive bilateral emigration agreement 

and to recognise the existence of a Turkish minority in Bulgaria.59  

After Zhivkov fell from power on 10 November, Bulgaria com-

menced on a new path with greater respect for human rights. However, 

when Bulgaria reinstated the minority rights it was according to Bul-

garian law and international agreements and not as a result of bilateral 

negotiations.  

 

In Closing 

The Bulgarian assimilation campaign is an example of an authoritarian 

regime’s failure to impose a policy by force. The wholesale assault on 

the culture and traditions could hardly have succeeded under any cir-

cumstances, but the changes in the international order during the second 

half of the 1980’s also caught up with Bulgaria and contributed to the 

downfall of the regime. Looking back at the handling of the crisis by 

Bulgaria and Turkey, the first thing that springs to mind is how far the 

public debate in each country was removed from the spirit of the new 

developments in human rights. This was maybe most evident in the 

Bulgarian case because of the tight control of the totalitarian regime. 

However, the Turkish press was also dominated by traditional stereo-

types and repetition of slogans. It resembled most of all a confrontation 

between Bulgarian and Turkish state interests where the human dimen-

sion took a second place. Özal’s decision to open the border was ill 

conceived and probably ill advised. Both countries tried to outmanoeu-

vre each other diplomatically, but showed serious deficiencies in their 

handling of the situation on the ground. In Bulgaria’s case the national-

ist fervour of the communists had not taken into account the disruption 

to the economy and the social cohesion. In Turkey the press excelled in 

condemning Bulgaria, but ineffectiveness in the reception of the refu-

gees soon became apparent. The state centred approach came to the 

forefront once more when Turkish newspapers exclaimed “Bulgaria 

won” after Turkey felt compelled to close the border 22 August. In that 

respect international organisations such as the Council of Europe took 

a more humanitarian approach to the issue and placed the plight of the 
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refugees at the forefront. Bulgaria was also able to exploit Turkey’s lack 

of commitment to human rights domestically when Turkey came under 

scrutiny. Turkey’s insistence on a predefined agenda for negotiations 

could not be realised in practice and gave Bulgaria the necessary leeway 

to avoid negotiations altogether for most of the period in question. This 

happened in spite of that Bulgaria came under considerable pressure 

from international organisations since this pressure could not be tailor-

made to Turkish diplomatic priorities. Although in August the Turkish 

press named Bulgaria the “winner” of the confrontation, the damage to 

Bulgaria was probably much greater in the long run. I am not thinking 

only in material terms, but to the whole fabric of society.  

There has now passed 30 years from the 1989 Exodus and this has 

been commemorated duly in Turkey. To return to the initial claim of 

Tomasz Kamusella about the “forgotten 89” it is not only a question of 

commemoration, but how it is commemorated and by whom. Germany 

is probably the country that has taken most seriously the question of 

dealing with its past in a constructive manner and coined the word Ver-

gangenheitsbewältigung for this purpose. It was also compelled to do 

so because of the savagery associated with National Socialism. When 

it comes to countries such as Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey the interest 

in human rights violations is immensely greater when it concerns the 

neighbouring countries and not themselves. It is often regarded to be a 

political tool that can be used in confrontations related to other issues. 

When Turkey tried to raise awareness for the plight of the Bulgarian 

Turks, Sofia dug really deep to find ammunition against Turkey. For 

the first time we were presented with an English translation of excerpts 

from Lyubomir Miletich classic book on Turkish atrocities in the Sec-

ond Balkan War (1913).60  

The Bulgarian transition to democracy was not without problems as 

the anti-Turkish propaganda had left its scars. Bulgarian readiness to 

grant the Turks minority rights in January 1990 gave rise to nationalist 

 
60 The complete title of this version was: TURKISH ATROCITIES committed against 

Thracian Bulgarians. From a poll conducted by Professor Dr Lyubomir Miletic on 

the ruin of the Thracian Bulgarians in 1913 (Sofia: Sofia Press, 1987), http:// 
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demonstrations. Much of the writings that criticised unsavoury aspects 

of Bulgarian nationalism did not emanate from a desire within Bulgar-

ian society to face the past but was inspired by various foreign democ-

racy institutions.61 It should, however, be noticed that the Bulgarian 

parliament passed a declaration in 2012 that condemned the Revival 

process and the attempt of forced assimilation of the Bulgarian Mus-

lims. It considered the events of 1989 as a form of ethnic cleansing.62  

As mentioned briefly before, Greece played a role in obstructing 

condemnation of Bulgaria in international forums. Although these two 

countries belonged to different alliance systems they cooperated closely 

in the 1980’ and was sometimes referred to as an axis against Turkey. 

Greece discrimination of its Muslim minority was more low-key than 

the Bulgarian version and usually referred to as “administrative harass-

ment” after the Mitsotakis government revised the Greek policy in 

1991. On the other hand, the Turkish “deep state” interfered massively 

in Greece in the late 1980’s and in particular in the election of 18 June 

1989.63 When the minorities are used as a foreign policy tools, the chanc-

es of normal integration in their country of residence deteriorate mark-

edly. The confrontation between Greece and Turkey by dubious forces 

 
61 This is for example the case with one of the first such publications: Valeri Rusanov, 

Семинар– Аспекти на етнокултурната ситуация в България и на Балканите, 

8-10 ноември 1991 г., София (Seminar–Aspects of the Etho-cultural Situation in 

Bulgaria 8-10 November 1991 Sofia) (Sofia: Centre for democracy research–Frie-

drich Naumann Foundation for Freedom, 1992). The same can be said for the Bulgar-

ian Helsinki Committee or Antonina Zhelyazkova of The International Center for Mi-

nority Studies and Intercultural Relations (IMIR). The site of the centre in Sofia has 

suffered several attacks by nationalists. 
62 The Bulgarian Parliament adopted the declaration on 11 January 2012,  

https://www.parliament.bg/bg/declaration/ID/13813 (accessed 10-5-2020). 
63 Minority members who did not fall into line were put on a “Blacklist” and prevented 

from entering Turkey. This took on such proportions that news about it also reached 

the mainstream Turkish press. See the articles by Yılmaz Akkılıç, Olay, 27-1-1989, 

and Oktay Akbal, Cumhuriyet, 9-2-1989. When TRT promoted Sadık Ahmet in the 

elections, Greece started to jam the broadcasts from Turkey (Pontiki, 16-6-1989). An-

other factor influencing Greek policies has been the depletion of the Greek minority 

in Turkey. For the heavy-handed treatment of the minority in Gökçeada, see Alexis 

Alexandris, “Imvros and Tenedos: A Study of Turkish Attitudes Toward Two Greek 

Island Communities Since 1923,” Journal of the Hellenic Diaspora 7, no. 1 (1980): 

5-32. 
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in each country came to a head with the Öcalan affair in 1999. The 

Greek journalist Alexis Papahelas recounted a meeting with PM Bülent 

Ecevit shortly after. He commented that Ecevit was quite restrained in 

his demeanour, but after exchanging some low-key pleasantries he 

fixed his eyes on the journalist and said: “In my opinion this tragedy 

should mark the beginning of a new period in our relations. […] For 

example, the two directors of our secret services could open all their 

files so both parties could ascertain that we do not support terrorists or 

other organisations that have the goal to hurt our countries.”64 

As mentioned previously the creation of homogenous nation states 

from empires has not been kind to the minorities and none of the suc-

cessor states have a clean record. The greatest problem in this regard is 

probably that this process has been dominated by ethnocentric elites 

that were inherently hostile to minorities. Ultimately the resulting poli-

cies have not only been damaging to the minorities, but also to the nor-

mal functioning of the host countries.  

 

 
 

 
64 Alexis Papahelas, «Τα πρόσωπα μιας κακοστημένης επιχείρησης» (The Characters 

of an Ill-conceived Operation), To Vima, 24-11-2006. 


