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Instead of an Introduction 

 

The parameters of the research strategy are based on the concept of the “Оther” and 

the self-definition of communities in terms of the Оther. The separate sections refer to the 

problems connected with the specific ethnic-cultural situation and the existence of Islam in a 

differing religious environment. The author argues that the inter-penetration of ethnic and 

religious characteristics is often the cause of superficial and unjustified conclusions regarding 

the way community identity presents itself.  

The study presents the variability of the meaning of “identity” and the different 

possible modes of understanding the term in the context of human existence in communities. 

The emphasis is placed on the different dimensions of the nature of identity that define it as a 

socio-cultural phenomenon based on the “us – them” mode. It is stressed that in contemporary 

postmodern society, it is possible to jointly hold different identities. Thus, the author 

constructs a relatively comprehensive picture of the specificity of the phenomenon and the 

role it plays in the XXI
st
 century. Today’s societies are characterized by cultural variety and 

ethnic differences. This is accompanied by growing tension resulting from social exclusion, 

which negatively affects social integration. Globalization means that the world is constantly 

proving smaller. There is growing interdependence and an increasing density of mutual 

relations resulting from the growing number of participants. Political, ideological, religious, 

and/or cultural trends that were initially linked to a specific region, culture or historical 

period, are now spreading through large parts of the world. This affects the traditional 

functions of the family, the community, the Church, the national state, and incites many 

people to turn to their own (ethnic) identity, to look for traditions and history, speculating 

with them in order to stress and promote individual and group interests. In this way, favorable 

conditions are created for all kinds of particularization, localization, and even fragmentation. 

The interacting elements and mechanisms of the local and global give rise to a new 

multiformity of identities. These identities are no longer even related to a specific territory 

alone – they become deterritorialized.  



The spatial compatibility of everyday life decreases the open opposition between the 

differing “world pictures” that religious consciousness creates for itself. Neighborhood as a 

universal social network of everyday practices; it is capable of compensating for part of the 

tensions, but its impact is restricted within the framework of the already outlined 

contradiction in mass consciousness between a positive attitude towards one’s neighbor of a 

different religion and suspicion with regard to that neighbor’s community as a whole.         

 Contacts in regions with a mixed population, though resembling neighborly relations 

in the spatial aspect, in the final account remain a merely mechanical spatial unity, 

differentiated in meaning and function into a multiplicity of neighborly networks and 

communities which break the common space of living down to the immediate contact with the 

most proximate everyday social environment. That is precisely why neighborhood remains at 

the micro-social scale, at which the real dimensions of individual achievements are sought, 

the efforts at achieving success are estimated, and the ultimate foundations of a folk faith are 

to be found.   

One of the basic theses of the analysis in the book consists in the seemingly self-

evident idea that the attitude towards Islam in Bulgaria is determined by the state of the 

religious consciousness and self-identification of the other ethnic communities, foremost of 

the Bulgarian ethnic group.  

Аfter the large-scale sociological survey ”The Neighborhood of Religious 

Communities in Bulgaria”, we have reasons to believe that the earlier research projects may 

reasonably be used as a starting point for new research or as a basis for comparisons by 

separate indicators; yet this period of time has already been well described and the main lines 

of research during it have been traced distinctly enough. That is why the author’s attention is 

turned to studies published and carried out after the year 2000. 

The other main thesis discussed in the book is connected with the understanding that 

Islam in itself has never been an independent topic of research interest in connection with the 

development of the ethnic-cultural processes in the post-totalitarian period of fundamental 

social transformation. Although nearly a million Bulgarian citizens are of the Islamic 

confession, the interest of the media and sociologists in them in many cases refers only to the 

current political situation in the country, which in turn gives a political meaning and usage of 

concepts such as majority and minority. The lack of consistent interest in the spiritual life of 

the Muslim community is, to a great degree, a cause of the schematic way it is presented 

before the public. 



The lack of a unified information base permitting a comprehensive presentation of the 

more important research projects in this period is undoubtedly a serious problem for every 

researcher. This is one of the obvious causes for the lack of sufficiently up-to-date 

information about the development of religious processes in Bulgaria; but even more 

important is the problem regarding the character and the direction of the interests motivating 

the public and private financing of sociological surveys. There is practically no solid and 

clearly defined public interest in obtaining reliable information and analyses of religious 

process in Bulgaria and of the connection between ethnic and religious social realities, except 

for the problems connecting ethnic and political issues. 

Тhe demonstrative, socially desirable tolerance, registered in most sociological 

studies, actually bears within itself a set of restrictions and suppressed conflicts that inform 

toleration. In the field of meanings and symbols defined as tolerance and toleration, we 

find projected an important part of the transformation of attitudes towards Islam and 

towards religious otherness in general. The Bulgarian tradition permits approaching Islam 

in a way that corresponds to its syncretic character and to the Bulgarian history of 

neighborly relations. History and customs in the Balkans and in our country have shown 

that the conflictive potential of imposed similarities is much greater than that of the 

mutually recognized and observed differences. In the cultural space of the Balkans, a 

peripheral region for at least three world empires over the centuries, the coexistence of 

different ethnic, religious and linguistic communities has gradually acquired the 

characteristics of a natural state of things. Here, the Muslim is not a stranger, yet the 

relationships between the majority and the minority are defined by the ideas of domination 

and power, respectively, resistance against power; these in turn create and perpetuate the 

conflictive potential of coexistence today. In Bulgaria, these notions refer to a specific 

amalgamation of ethnic, religious, cultural, and linguistic differences, upon which is 

projected the image of modern Islam. The perception of Islam here is essentially different 

from the respective European one, and even more from the perception of this religion at 

world level. The attitude to Islam in Bulgaria can be defined as an integral indicator of the 

changed attitude to religion in general, as an important element of the post-totalitarian 

crisis, and as a field in which solutions to the crisis may be sought.  

The image of Islam in the Bulgarian media has been greatly dominated by the political 

context in which are projected the problems and perspectives of the communities of Bulgarian 

Turks and Bulgarian Muslims. One important conclusion presented in the book, is that there is 

a significant absence of special interest in the everyday life and problems of Bulgarian 



Muslims and in the spiritual life of the Muslim community in our country. In the media the 

Roma community is over-presented, and is mainly described in relation to crime risks. Under 

these conditions the media break down the great variety of the wide range of ethnic cultures in 

Bulgarian society without getting to the real dimensions of unity within this variety. The 

period of Ottoman domination was characterized by a gradual increase in the number and 

proportion of the Turkish and Muslim population – respectively, by a decrease of Christian 

population, especially in regions like Northeastern Bulgaria. The causes of this trend are 

complex; they include colonization, resettlement, religious conversion, internal migration, etc. 

In various historical periods, various ones of these factors played the predominant role. In the 

first decades after the establishment of Ottoman power, part of the Bulgarians withdrew to the 

mountains. The Ottoman Empire’s wars with other states stimulated migration processes. 

After the unsuccessful wars that led to shrinking of the empire’s boundaries, a reverse process 

began. Considerable masses of Turks and Muslims left Hungary, Serbia and other countries 

freed from Turkish domination, and migrated to the Bulgarian lands and Asia Minor. As a 

result, the Turkish-Muslim population increased considerably.    

Islam spread most quickly and effectively among the Turkic population. The Ottoman 

Turks encountered a considerable Turkic population already settled in Northeastern Bulgaria. 

Their common origin and language connected these earlier settlers to the Ottoman Turks and 

their religion. In all places regarding which mention is made of conversions to Islam and 

adoption of a Turkish identity, there are traces of the presence of pre-Ottoman Turkic people.  

Analysis of sources confirms that in the Ottoman period a considerable Muslim 

community accumulated in the Bulgarian lands, the major part of which were Turks. Part of 

this community was here before the Ottomans. During the time of Ottoman rule, a 

considerable number of people of Turkish and Turkic origin settled in Thrace, the Rhodopes, 

and North Bulgaria. As the historical sources show, certain groups of the local population 

joined this community over the centuries.   

 

 

А.  A possible methodological perspective 

1. Methodology of sociological cognition of social reality 

A methodological program for sociology 

Analyzing the development of sociology in the century preceding him, Robert Merton 

distinguished two contrary trends. On one side are the sociologists who strive as quickly as 



possible to achieve a highly theoretical synthesis; on the other are those whose chief aim is to 

prove that their description of facts corresponds to reality. Merton did not deny that such 

descriptions can be subject to empirical control, but he believed the difficulty arises when 

these facts must be related to other facts, or when it is necessary to explain why these 

particular facts have been chosen for observation instead of other categories of facts. Of 

course, Merton wrote, the distinction of these two opposed trends must not be done on a 

logical basis, because generalizations may be modified after observation, and precise 

observations need not be trivial only because they are not linked to a theory (Merton 1967: 

139-155)
1
. 

Obviously, sociological research may claim to be scientific only if it meets certain 

methodological requirements. Scientific cognition cannot be achieved by simply 

accumulating and classifying information about facts. Those who adhere to this approach 

entertain the naïve hope that the described and arranged facts will somehow, by themselves, 

“suggest” certain explanatory hypotheses – one must simply do research, observe, and see 

what happens. Such researchers reduce methodology to analysis of the utility of research 

procedures and techniques, instead of trying to solve the general, fundamental problems of 

their discipline (in this case, of sociology).    

These remarks must not be construed as written in “praise” of the passive role of empirical 

information. Empirical data not only confirm, deny or modify theoretical hypotheses, but they 

fulfill certain functions in the very process of constructing a theory: they may serve as an 

initial impetus for a theory, provoking its reformulation or answering to the demand for 

constant development and enhanced precision of concepts. It is not possible to achieve 

harmony in sociological studies without previously analyzing the general premises from 

which these studies proceed, and without thinking in a fundamental perspective about the 

tasks of sociology, its place among the other sciences, and its method.   

The actual range of reality covered by sociology may be postulated by indicating the specific 

class of phenomena that are not the subject of any other science. Thus, sociology is not a 

science of society or of man or of culture. The task of sociology is to investigate only the 

social systems. The separation of social action from other cultural action may be problematic, 

but without such a structuring of cultural reality, and without a narrowing down of the area of 

the social, sociology would not be conceivable as a science dealing with the order of social 

                                                 
1
 C. Wright Mills sharply criticized both of the above-mentioned trends; he called the first one “ grand theory” 

and the second, “abstract empiricism” (Mills 1959: 25-75). 



action. This capacity for self-restriction is a measure of the maturity of science in general and 

of sociology in particular.   

 

Views on society as a cultural system 

Comte’s representation of society is rooted in the age-old political theory of the state 

as an integral whole that encompasses comprehensively the people living on a certain territory 

and submitting to a single governing power. Under the influence of 18
th

 century historians, 

economists and philosophers of culture, Comte further developed this conception, including 

culture within it, which he saw as being the work of the participants in the state organism. 

Thus, Comte viewed society as a cultural system maintained by the biologically continuous 

population occupying a definite geographical region. The people belonging to a society are 

not connected to one another naturally but through culture: through the shared political order, 

customs, technology, economic organization, language, religion, scientific knowledge, art. 

These different types of cultural activity are separate but mutually dependent functions of 

society, so that sociology, as a comprehensive science of society, is also a comprehensive 

science of culture, and all the specialized branches of the humanities are components of 

sociology. 

The French sociologists, who more or less acknowledged Durkheim as their leading teacher, 

generally accepted the concept of society as a spatially localized community of human beings 

who share an integral culture; but these French scholars did not systematically develop a 

general theory of society – they only developed a general methodological approach to specific 

cultural phenomena. Their approach is generally independent of biological premises - apart 

from the explanation of the division of labour as related to the growing density of population, 

an explanation given by the young Durkheim (and later almost completely abandoned by him 

and his followers), and apart from the somewhat excessive importance attached to bio-

geographical factors in social morphology. In this perspective, the unity of society is based on 

the conscious solidarity between its members. Thus, all cultural phenomena are social ones, 

because they are subordinated to principles imposed by the community. What was original 

and historically significant in Durkheim’s thought was the application of the sociological 

approach to cognition, whereby it becomes clear that not only separate theories are social 

products, but likewise the basic logical principles and categories by which we think.   

American sociology takes its point of departure – explicitly or implicitly – from the social 

theories initiated by Comte and further developed by Herbert Spencer, but it does not resort to 

organicist analogies. Society is viewed by American sociologists as a territorially and 



demographically defined community that possesses a compact culture. Most of these 

sociologists perceive cultural integration as a system of finely distinctive but mutually 

dependent collective functions (linked to institutions), each of which fulfills certain main 

needs or interests of the people who belong to that society. The general sociological theories 

are, in fact, theories about society viewed in these terms.   

The development of inductive sociological research excluded from its problem field those 

sociological phenomena that other researchers had studied until then. They placed their 

emphasis on relations between individuals, relations seen as elementary social phenomena; 

from there, they passed to the study of more complex social systems.   

 

Sociology as a science of the social order of social action 

The first fundamental condition for the process of conscious interaction between two 

individuals is that they should both be mutually aware of the other’s existence.  If only one of 

them is aware of the existence of the other, for instance if A sees B walking down the street, 

but B does not see A, this could have some influence on A’s attitudes or strivings but the 

situation could not be defined as a social relationship (or action), given that B is not acted 

upon in any way by A. Even if both individuals are aware of the other’s presence, this is not 

in itself sufficient for there to be a social relationship (action) between them. When large 

streams of people move in the street, many individuals see one another, but usually nothing 

happens that might provoke their awareness of the influence they mutually exert on one 

another. Awareness of influence appears only when A performs an action that affects B, and 

when B perceives this fact: for instance, when A tries to get B out of the way, or when A 

purposely makes way for B among the crowd, or when A asks B for directions how to reach a 

street or building, or when A attempts to start a friendly conversation with B. From B’s 

viewpoint, A’s action creates a situation of which A is a component perceived by B.  Usually 

in this situation B attempts to do something, but whatever he/she does, the two individuals are 

conscious that A has done something that has meaning for B, and they are conscious that it is 

important for A what course of conduct B will take under the influence of A’s action, how B 

will respond to that action. Every separately taken phenomenon of mutual action is a social 

phenomenon, because its chief component is social action, the object of which is an individual 

perceived by another individual and striving to exert influence upon the latter in order to elicit 

a response on the latter’s part. This response may also be a social action, but only when that 

second individual, for instance, gives the information asked of him or answers the initiative 

for starting a conversation. “Not every contact between people is social in character, but only 



that behavior which is meaningfully oriented to the behavior of the other. The collision of two 

bicycle riders is an event similar to a natural phenomenon. But their attempts to avoid 

collision, and the subsequent curses, exchange of blows or peaceful clarifications are a ‘social 

action’” (Weber 2001: 36-37). 

Social actions are axio-normatively structured insofar as they correspond to certain cultural 

patterns, and can be classified and understood in terms of these patterns. The similarities and 

differences between social actions depend primarily on the patterns according to which the 

main objects of those actions are defined and assessed, as well as on the norms that must be 

observed in the performance of the actions.  The functionally interdependent social actions of 

individuals and/or groups are connected in axio-normatively organized systems of various 

sizes, scopes, degrees of complexity and duration in time. When studying social actions, the 

researcher encounters two main configurations of order: the order of action corresponding to 

cultural patterns and the order of functional dependency that unites conformist actions into 

systems. Both orders are axio-normative and both exist thanks to the fact that individuals 

adopt and apply in practice various cultural and ideological models. The social order affirms 

in itself the axio-normative order that governs the phenomena called “social”.  

The subject, object, instruments, social method of action, and the response to the object are 

the components of social action. The object, from the viewpoint of the subject, is the primary 

social value. In other words, the object is perceived by the agent as a potential subject of those 

actions that the agent wants to bring about or orient. The instruments of social action are the 

facts (values) perceived by the object – they are sufficient for the acting subject, and by 

modifying them the subject is able to effectively influence the attitudes and conduct of the 

object. The choice of instrument gives good results only if it is made by taking into 

consideration the object’s sphere of values. The way in which the instruments are used 

effectively to influence the object tells us about the social method of action involved. This 

may be rational persuasion, “enchantment”, threat, physical aggression, etc. The object’s 

social reaction is a result of the social action. From the perspective of the subject of action, the 

instruments, method, and reaction are secondary social values (secondary in the sense that 

they are important for the subject only insofar as they are meaningful for the object and thus 

become effective and satisfactory for the subject). Depending on the positive or negative 

attitude of the subject with regard to the social action, two types of action can be defined: 

accommodation and opposition (Znaniecki 1936: 72-74). Corresponding to them are the two 

main methods of social action: the method of positive persuasion and the method of negative 

coercion. If I treat somebody in a positive way and want to influence him socially, I must be 



prepared to make an eventual modification in my own system of values as a result of his 

response to my influence. And conversely, if I posit my value system as unchangeable, I will 

have a negative attitude to the other as I try to influence him without changing my system.  In 

other words, the moment it starts, the action is either one of accommodation or of opposition. 

On the other hand, as it develops, the action may be mostly accommodation or mostly 

opposition.   

 

A paradigmatic perspective that permits narrowing down the range of the social  

The methodological norms of sociology are instrumentally subordinated to its 

understanding as to the nature of society. In other words, methodological ideas are formulated 

on the basis of certain views as to the essence and regularities of social processes: 

 The nature of society is constituted by the actions of people; the social process is built 

by those actions. The main object of study are individual actions carried out in 

concrete social situations. Hence, there is a tendency for social entities to be reduced 

to individual actions. This displays one of the essential characteristics of the 

paradigmatic perspective we are outlining here, the perspective of ontological 

individualism, which consists in the view that what really exists is only active 

individuals; 

 Participation in everyday life reveals the basic features of human actions, one of which 

is fundamental and consists in the fact that they are conscious actions. Human conduct 

cannot be explained in terms of the behaviourist “stimulus-response” model. Hence, in 

studying the social world, the sociologist cannot disregard the state of human 

consciousness, the “subjective aspect” of the social order; for only the actions of the 

human individual have the characteristics of consciousness and purposefulness;    

 Even though what really exists is only individuals who produce their own actions, 

there are, nevertheless, certain supra-individual dependencies and regularities. In their 

actions, humans are guided by socially crystallized patterns and norms of behavior; the 

researcher who disregards this fact will not be able to describe and understand the 

meaning of human actions. This situation points to another essential characteristic – 

methodological holism, an approach that requires taking into consideration the 

historical process, the cultural patterns and the state of social consciousness.   



 Scientific comprehension is the basic method for the study of social order seen as 

consisting of individual, autonomous human actions that are dependent on supra-

individual dependencies. In the history of sociology this method appears under various 

designations. For Dilthey, Verstehen is closely related to Erleben and Nacherleben; 

MacIver and Znaniecki call it “imaginative reconstruction”; the term used by Cooley 

and Ossovski is “empathy”; Kmit refers to “humanistic interpretation”, etc. In our 

view, “to comprehend” does not mean only to penetrate into the psychological state of 

acting individuals. Such a grasp represents only part of the process of comprehension. 

The understanding of someone’s action involves foremost the cultural identification of 

that action, i.e., attaining its cultural meaning. This cultural identification is 

accomplished invariably by means of typologization, and what is of decisive 

importance for achieving this typologization is the researcher’s social experience, 

his/her socially acquired knowledge and concrete practical interest. Naturally, the 

precondition for this procedure is the conviction that the agent of the observed action 

is a person who, in performing social roles, abides, at least to some degree, by the 

cultural norms and patterns of the supra-individual sphere. Only when it comes to 

cultural identification does the problem arise of reproducing the individual 

consciousness, intentions, and motives of the agent. The scope of this reproduction 

depends on the practical, situational necessity, as Erving Goffman and Alfred Schutz 

have stressed in the separate contexts of their works. Reproducing the individual 

consciousness always involves a more or less concrete typologization, i.e., inscribing 

the individual within more general categories. In brief: comprehension consists 

primarily in the identifying of the actions of partners by means of ascription of a 

typologized cultural meaning to those actions. This requires revealing the motives of 

action and of the states of consciousness that accompany action.  In its development, 

the sociology that adopted this paradigmatic perspective had to push itself away from 

the coherency theory of human action, for which the central idea was the connection 

existing between society and its culture on one hand and the people acting in concrete 

situations on the other.  

In this connection, our knowledge of society must delve deeper, especially at the 

following levels:     

 The ontological level: this refers to the theory of socialization that describes and 

explains the mechanisms whereby the person “fuses” with the surrounding culture; 



this is a theory about individuals assimilating cultural patterns, which, of course, 

does not underestimate the creative principle of the individual’s psyche and the 

corrective impact of the individual mind;  

 The interactive level: this refers to the theory describing and explaining the ways 

of interaction of people in concrete situations; 

 The level of description and explanation of everyday thinking and the ways in 

which people perceive reality in everyday life; 

 The level of description and explanation of the process of symbolic 

communication and the perception, transmission, ascription and comprehension of 

meanings it involves.   

 

2. Traditional and modern  

In a methodological aspect, the analysis of Islam under conditions of modernity may 

be situated in the context of the dichotomy “traditional vs. modern”. The two sides of this 

dichotomy should be taken as ideal types in the Weberian sense. Ideal types are instruments 

for achieving the tasks of the social sciences. Attempts had been made to use ideal types even 

before Max Weber, but without methodological awareness, so that confusion occurs between 

ideal types and the laws of historical generalization. Weber’s ideal types are not coloured by 

value judgments and are not related to “perfection”, except in terms of logical perfection. 

They are not generic concepts, i.e., they are not a set of traits that pertain to all the objects 

belonging to a certain class. Nor are they statistical averages. They are not the constant 

essence of things, which is gradually discovered in the course of investigation. The ideal type 

is an instrument constructed by the researcher in order to structure the in-itself amorphous 

reality and to thereby make possible the understanding of that reality. In its conceptual purity, 

the ideal type is not to be found in empirical reality. The elements of the ideal type are 

empirical in origin, but they are stylized, and their assembly into a unified mental picture 

represents a completely artificial construction. The closer the investigated reality comes to the 

ideal type, the more it lends itself to comprehension according to the chosen viewpoint. If a 

given ideal type proves to be of no heuristic value and does not enable an interpretative 

understanding of empirical reality, for the purpose of which it was mentally constructed, it 

should be discarded and another ideal type should be constructed in its place, which should be 



tested in turn by means of empirical study. Ideal types are neither “true” nor “false”. They are 

only an intellectual game, the purpose of which is to attain knowledge of concrete cultural 

phenomena and their structure, their determining conditions and their meaning (Weber, 1968). 

In the context of modernity, tradition is a serious obstacle to change and development 

of society, because the elimination of time leads to a mobile image of eternity. Existence 

within a double temporality – that of modernity and of tradition – generates tensions and 

conflicts. Identifications with a community obstruct the trends of modernity and serve as a 

barrier to anthropocentrism. Whereas, in order for a modern state to be formed, all traditional 

communities must disappear.       

 

 

                                                                                                                             To be continued 
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