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Abstract. This paper discusses inheritance after migration on both sides of the Bul-
garian-Turkish border. A specific approach to the (re-)settled people and moving 
objects, inheritance and patrimonialisation of the movement, instrumentalized by 
the (state) border, is applied in a comparative way to two specific groups: the Bul-
garians from Aegean Thrace, or the so called “Thracian Bulgarians” resettled after 
the Balkan wars, and the Turks who were born in Bulgaria and resettled in Turkey 
during the several migration waves in the twentieth century in two localities – 
Tsarevo, Bulgaria and Edirne, Turkey. In this study, heritage is thought of as inher-
itance from an activist position, as ritualised and everyday life practices, as re-
actualisation of meanings, network of heirs and circulating objects – values, sym-
bols, knowledge and memory. The paper analyses practices of crossing the border 
of heirs as: as tourists, as explorers of their origins, as neighbours inhabiting border 
territories. Nowadays, on an institutional level, they are engaged in developing pro-
jects that aim at transborder collaboration and in exhibiting cultural heritage with a 
focus on the levels of cultural diversity in the places close to the border. 
Keywords: mobility, inheritance, heirs, cultural capital, border 
  
Migration triumphs over borders but it creates new ones by reinforcing 
existing divisions. The political border can stop people with fences and 
border control but it cannot counteract the symbolic transgressions, the 
reworked collective memories of individuals and groups of people mov-
ing across, or the interiorised shared history in relating family and auto-
biographical stories. Borders problematise “otherness” along with what 
is “ours,” and a mobile person puts worlds side by side, compares, con-
trasts, interprets, and makes use of cultural models, transfers meanings, 
signs, symbols, objects, knowledge and skills. The inheritance concept 
localises and connects individuals, groups, and communities by means of 
identifying, categorizing, and ordering them; it mobilises symbolic re-
sources and capital. The concept of inheritance as legacy, patrimony, and 
heritage,1 contains different levels of institutionalisation and forms of so-
cialisation, which have “precipitated” community and group mechanisms 
of mobilising social connections and continuity of culture, inheriting, and 
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heirs. Thus, the understanding of heritage here is rather closer to 
UNESCO’s definition:2  
 
The ‘intangible cultural heritage’ means the practices, representations, expressions, 
knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces 
associated therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals rec-
ognize as part of their cultural heritage. […]  
 
The anthropological approach to the heritage and mobility of the people 
is focusing on the process and practices of construction, inheritance and 
(political) uses of the cultural heritage even in the cases when others 
people heritage is negotiable between two national states. 

What are the consequences, though, if these people move; how do 
they make use of their inheritance as cultural and symbolic capital in the 
new context; how do they inscribe their experience in their new envi-
ronment?  

This text offers a specific point of view towards settled people and 
moving heritage, towards inheriting and moving, instrumentalised with 
the help of the border – the border between Bulgaria and Turkey – and 
two specific groups: the so called “Thracian Bulgarians” who resettled in 
Bulgaria after the Balkan Wars, and the “Bulgarian Turks” who moved 
from Bulgaria to Turkey as a result of several outgoing migrant waves in 
the twentieth century.3 In other words, here inheritance reflects the sense 
of the act of inheriting, of its practices, of the reactualisation of mean-
ings, and of a network of heirs mobilised by moving values, symbols, 
knowledge, and memory. A spatial and chronological transgression of 
borders delocalises (figuratively and/or literally) the heirs who have no 
experience of their own from their ancestors’ birthplace. To them, it is a 
symbolic homeland, unknown experience, and memory that needs to be 
interiorised and recovered when it becomes physically possible to return. 
With this in mind, I embrace the idea that inheritance of migration is not 
simply an object, it is also a process of inheriting social experience and 
cultural institutionalisation, both “value” and “norm” (Givre, 2012: 45). 
The resettlement is a contested memory, resource of construction of 
identity and social positioning in the new (home) society. The heritage 
here is considered as cultural capital in its three forms as Pierre Bourdieu 
defines them:  
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The embodied state, i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and 
body; in the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods […] and in the institu-
tionalized state […]. (Bourdieu, 1986: 243)  

 
The border crossing, mobility and the liminal social position of the 

migrants and ressettlers poses interesting research questions: How the 
embodied state of migration of the first generation is transmitted as her-
itage for the next descendants, what are the two frames of references and 
(national) ideologies that objectify and legitimise this heritage and what 
are the institutional forms of objectivity in both societies. The case study 
challenge us to upgrade the understanding of cultural heritage and inher-
itance in times of change and to answer the questions: How heritage is 
used by heirs as cultural capital and when it is possible to “invent the 
tradition,” to re-articulate values and to convert capitals in times of tran-
sition for both Bulgarian and Turkish societies? How the “hidden” in the 
private family life heritage (as the origins both for Turks or resettlers 
from Thrace during the socialism) was re-evaluated after 1989 and has 
had an access to the public life in institutionalized and objectified form? 
How the inheritance as a process of identification is possible in cases of 
migration towards majority and mobility nowadays? 

The case presented here will be analysed not so much historically – as 
the partitioning of the region of Thrace among Bulgaria, Greece and 
Turkey by means of political borders and the shift of population as a re-
sult of intergovernmental agreements – but rather from the point of view 
of the forms of crossing the border as well as of instrumentalising and 
inheriting migration nowadays. The study is comparative, and the field-
work was carried out between 2009 and 2012 in Tsarevo, Ahtopol, Kit-
en, Primorsko, Kosti, Brodilovo, Kirdzhali, Plovdiv, and Varna in Bul-
garia, as well as Edirne and Istanbul in Turkey, with the methodology of 
“multi-sited ethnography” (Marcus, 1995). As my research interest was 
directed towards the border regions and the ways of crossing of the bor-
der, the major part of the work took place in two towns close to the 
border and influenced by migration – Tsarevo (Bulgaria) and Edirne, 
Turkey (Zlatkova, 2012). 

I use the approach of urban anthropology to study the shifting states 
of the heritage of migration, that could be observed in towns. The urban 
settlement, following the Bourdieu’s terminology, is approached as an 
interaction between an objectified sociality, inscribed in the physical 
framework and established context, codification of behaviour, specific 
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habitat and interiorised sociality (urban habitus), i.e. the ability of the ur-
ban residents (migrants and their heirs) to appropriate and produce the 
heritage through their activities, practices, symbols, etc.4 The heritage of 
migration is a concept including the institutionalised form of construct-
ing identities but also the late-modern mobility of descendants’ memo-
ries, objects, ideas, and experiences in the process of crossing the politi-
cal border again in order to “find” their heritage and come in possession 
of their predecessors’ legacy.  

An important element in interpreting this negotiation of inheritance is 
the proximity of the border and the transition from a forbidden to a 
crossable national border. This specific viewpoint allows us to analyze 
the variety of “contradictions” in the process of mutual signification, 
which lend importance to the different dimensions of “heritage.” It ex-
plains why Pierre Bourdieu’s metaphor describing different forms of 
“contradictions of inheritance” (see Bourdieu, 1999; Penkova, 2012) 
turned out to be an appropriate activist approach to the problem of mi-
gration and inheriting social and cultural models from the first genera-
tion. Ritualized forms of crossing the border are part of the institutional 
life of both migrant groups and have a place in the personal experience 
and memories of the people inhabiting the border territories. 

Throughout the twentieth century, defining the border between Bul-
garia and Turkey has specific dynamics dependent on societal visions in 
the two neighbouring countries. It was frequently changed after the Bal-
kan Wars 1912−1913 and was closed for people to cross freely after 
World War 2. Its status of “the forbidden and strictly guarded border,” 
to a large extent synonymous with “the Iron Curtain” up to 1989, was 
linked to a number of regulated refugee and migration waves of people 
from both countries.5 The checkpoint procedures were liberalized in the 
1990s. In 2001 Turkey waved the visa requirement for Bulgarian citizens 
and more than a million tourists from Bulgaria visited the neighbour 
country within the next three years.6 The status of the border and the 
regulations with regard to crossing it changed again in 2004 when Bul-
garia became part of NATO and once more in 2007 when the country 
joined the EU.7  

In what ways, however, does the opening of the border influence such 
phenomena as constructing heritage, transfer of values, interaction with 
others, and (re-) constructing territories of inheritance? The tasks of the 
field research were to study how present descendants experience the mi-
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gration heritage,8 how state and local institutions take part in recognising 
and acknowledging the inheritance of the other, whether border territo-
ries include in their local policies the inherited diversity of migrations 
and how. 

The hypothesis I would like to formulate at the beginning of this text 
is that the inheritance of migration, of moving in space, maintains the 
liminal (social) position of the re-settlers on both sides of the Bulgarian-
Turkish border and is a resource for constructing identities on different 
scales. The forbidden border, the one that divides people, the one that 
distinguishes between Bulgarian and Turkish citizens, categorizes them 
and separates them from their homes and places of birth, requires these 
people to settle on the wrong side of the border but cannot take away 
their dream to return. At the end of the twentieth century, when return-
ing becomes possible, when some of them hold dual citizenship, the de-
scendants take lessons in inheritance. They modernize the symbolic 
chronological transgressions of the border in order to reshape them into 
practices of crossing – as tourists, researchers, or neighbours; on an insti-
tutional level they are engaged in developing projects that aim at trans-
border collaboration and in exhibiting cultural heritage with a focus on 
the layers of cultural diversity of migrants in the spaces and settlements 
close to the border. Upon the opening of the border, settlers follow the 
moving objects (symbols, values, memories) – they cross the border to 
return and ritualise memory.9 

Chronological transgressions are most often expressed by ways of 
keeping the memory of one’s birthplace and relating the trauma of hav-
ing to leave it – stories are strongholds of memory, whether collective 
(national) or personal and familial. The forbidden border stops mobile 
people and it mobilizes the moving objects at a symbolic and everyday 
level; expressions of these are rituals of remembering and of respect, fes-
tive gatherings, celebrating the day of Thrace on 26th March, member-
ships at the Union of Thracian Associations in Bulgaria,10 and every-day 
practices, such as residing in and inheriting the house of the refugees 
built by the first generation, keeping the family memory alive by telling 
the story to the younger generations, being knowledgeable about proper-
ty left behind in the village: locations, gardens, buried treasure, lost fami-
ly members on the way. With regard to the Turks who left Bulgaria,11 
there is a process of patrimonialisation signified by their returns to Bul-
garia12 and by the activities to commemorate the events of the 1980s, but 
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also by their membership in associations, federations, and confederations 
of the Balkan Peninsula Turks.13 Still, the migrants keep coming back to 
Bulgaria to visit their relatives or their home place or send their children 
to study at Bulgarian universities.  

Crossing the border and the travels of descendants, as well as the cir-
culation of heritage via heirs will be illustrated with the town contexts of 
Tsarevo in Bulgaria and Edirne in Turkey and their local inheritance pol-
icies, practices of remembering, and residing in the town spaces of the 
migrants. The urban anthropology approach provides an opportunity to 
study the migration and heritage as process and negotiations between 
public and private, local, national and international, taking into account 
the individual biographical trajectories as trajectories in public urban 
spaces. The city space is a stake for a political struggle and the cultural 
heritage of the migrants gains an importance or is neglected by the dom-
inant majority. 

Assuming that all cities and towns are projections of the respective so-
ciety and its values, we could begin by asking in what ways the Turkish 
and the Bulgarian societies “imagine”14 the models that determine their 
identity and how these are related to inhabiting and constructing urban 
space. As this is too broad an issue and implies a different type of re-
search, the context needs to be narrowed down to a few examples of 
crossing the border with the footnote that two types of migrants have 
constructed the town: the people who have settled here and those who 
moved out but have been returning by the agency of their descendants.  
In a larger sense, this hypothesis begs a few more interesting questions. 
How does Turkish society shape Edirne with the help of town-planning 
and the politics of constructing memory and how does Bulgarian society 
“imagine” this town in today’s reminiscences about the wars or about 
“Thracian Bulgarians”? How do the flows of tourists in the last decade 
or two make these places of collective memory their own?15 How the 
“National Heritage” and National History of the State interacts in the 
urban landscape with the Heritage of the newcomers or the traces of 
previous urban inhabitants and the individual and collective stories of 
migration and resettlement? Because of the interactionist position under-
lying the research, which presupposes the subjective experience of time 
and space (Althabe, 1983), this text discusses the ways of negotiating cul-
tural heritage while constructing the network spaces (Bokova, 2003) and 
circulating symbolic capital (Tarrius, 1989) in the Black Sea area of 
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Strandzha, which is situated on the territories of today’s Bulgaria and 
Turkey, and in the town of Edirne, entails instrumentalizing the border. 
Although Tsarevo is only 30 km away from the border, there is no 
checkpoint to accommodate travellers;16 by contrast, the border can be 
crossed about 20 km away from Edirne. 

The comparative urban development approach would not be consist-
ently applied in the text because it implies a dominating perspective of 
two national communities and a territorialized idea of the State, a type of 
analysis that belongs to a study of a different order. The symbolical ur-
ban landscape is a representation of different concepts of heritage and 
policies of patrimonialisation. The memorials, the sites and the rituals 
“officialize” the memories of various groups and communities that at 
different times have had a dominating position in the town and have, 
therefore, warranted symbolic struggles and power potential for making 
identities legitimate. The constant cooperation between symbols, com-
munities and town spaces in the nation state has been contracted to the 
analytical figure of the town that remembers “top-down” through the 
practices of ritualising the memory validated by the official discourse and 
forgets “bottom-up” through resistance, mockery and destruction (real 
as well as ritual) of those memory sites.17 If, however, we consider the 
town in terms of the border, i.e. from the point of view of the descend-
ants of migrants, we shall recognize that the town has forgotten “top-
down” through politics of national homogenization (both in Bulgaria 
and in Turkey) and is trying to remember “bottom-up” through rituals of 
recalling, or the return of descendants.  
 

MOBILE MEMORIES, MOBILE PEOPLE: 
THE DESCENDANTS OF BULGARIANS FROM THRACE AND 

THEIR “RETURNS” 
 
Tsarevo is a town of resettlers from Thrace and, in particular, from 
Strandzha Mountain. The inheritance of migration has been turned into 
cultural and symbolic capital due to the hard-line policies and the im-
permeable border with Turkey throughout the twentieth century. Con-
structing inheritance is directed towards a Bulgarian national history and 
national territory that would incorporate the re-settlement memories of 
the migrants and their descendants, their settling down and mapping 
memories onto the festive rituals – celebrating the Day of Thrace, im-
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portant dates of the Thracian movement, gatherings, etc. Even though 
they live few kilometres away from the border and from the villages 
where their ancestors originated, the descendants cross the border only 
in order to maintain the memory of what has been and to dream of “go-
ing back” and finding “what has been lost”. The resettles, who came to 
Tsarevo after 1912, replaced the Turkish and Greek population and re-
shaped the town not only as architecture but as well as social organisa-
tion and cultural diversity. 
 

INSTITUTIONALISED DESCENDANTS AND HERITAGE 
 
Among the social actors that legitimise the descendants institutionally are 
the local associations of Thracian Bulgarians in the towns and villages of 
the target area. Before World War II the associations were the main 
forms of a civil society at a local level, which organised the entire cultural 
and social life there: the activities of the culture houses (chitalishta), the 
annual feasts, the anniversaries, etc. 

After 1944 the associations had a controversial fate as they became 
part of the political structures of the socialist society until they reached a 
point when their functioning was suspended; it was only resumed in the 
1980s. 

It was the fact that the associations were enlisted among the Father-
land Front (“Otechestven front”) members, a mass organisation political-
ly subordinated to the Communist party, that blurred their specificity and 
lessened their influence on the local communities, while appearing as an-
other form of the political power of the State in the socialist period. The 
Forest, Shipbuilding, Fishing, and Consumer cooperations, as well as the 
Culture house (“Chitalishte”)18 set up by the Thracians when they settled in 
the town, turned Vasiliko into a new type of settlement, Michurin.19 In 
the 1990s the associations struggled to find their place in the transforming 
Bulgarian society and inconsistently developed as a political organisation, 
on the one hand, while functioning as NGO’s, on the other hand, because 
those were the days of shaping up the structures of civil society anew. 

Our interest in the associations today reflects this reality; they have re-
covered their legitimacy but because of the lack of generational continui-
ty are in the process of establishing new forms of activity such as social 
networks that would need to mobilise various resources through the 
symbolical capital of heritage of Thracian Bulgarians. 
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Thus, the question of heritage is being researched by means of the re-
peated conversion of capital by the newer generations, strategies for 
converting symbolic into economic capital. 
 

MIGRATION AS A CULTURAL CAPITAL: EMBODIED  
HERITAGE AND CONTRADICTORY HEIRS 

 
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, there was a generational 
change of the chairpersons of Thracian associations in the villages and 
towns in the Burgas region20 but what has been defined as new activities 
is most often assistance in filling in declarations of owning properties in 
Turkey and the so called “excursions to the native lands,”21 Edirne and 
Istanbul or the Strandzha villages near-by. Many youth associations were 
established as branches of the Union of Thracian Bulgarians. Apart from 
that they keep the institutionalised forms of celebrations and commemo-
rations marked in the calendar of the Union of Thracian associations at a 
national level. It was very difficult for the descendants of Thracian Bul-
garians, refugees from the Turkish part of Strandzha in the socialist peri-
od, to convert their cultural capital into economic one, and it gradually 
lost its symbolic value in the local dimensions of the villages and towns 
around Tsarevo. Local specificity is not significant and all villages look 
identical, whereas Strandzha is significant for the Bulgarian national to-
pography as a “cradle of civilization,” because of its “distinctive folk-
lore,” and in view of the “uniqueness of dancing on fire (nestinarstvo).”22  

As the state border has been established, the symbolically significant 
centre is the capital and the interior of the country, whereas in terms of 
national space it seems that the only locals around Tsarevo, the so called 
“urgartsi,”23 keepers of the local traditions and dances on fire, are more 
or less identifiable. These marks and categorisations, which were hidden 
from the publicity during the socialism started to be articulated in the 
urban management level and local political model of the municipality.  
 
OBJECTIFIED HERITAGE: TRANSFORMING THE IMAGINARY 

INTO A SOCIAL PRACTICE 
 
After the visas were waived for Bulgarians visiting Turkey, one of the 
first tasks of the restored associations was to organise the “return to the 
native lands” for the third generation, who crossed the border by means 
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of a symbolic link, other people’s recollections (their grandparents’) and 
experience (the refugees’). This heritage is once again converted from 
cultural into economic capital; the descendants can sell the seaside prop-
erties that the refugees received as compensation from the state. 

For the Thracian Bulgarians, with the political changes of 1989 and 
the waved restrictions on travelling, the first trips to the birthplaces of 
their ancestors in the Republic of Turkey start taking place in the form 
of tourist visits. The first chairperson of the recovered in 1990 Thracian 
Association in Tsarevo is also the first organiser of 15 visits to the native 
land. In order to illustrate the transformation of the symbolic return into 
a real (tourist) practice and the uses of the inheritance of migration, I 
shall quote her tale divided into two as it is: restoring the connection be-
tween the generations (dead and alive) through the ritual and establishing 
a link with the local people who settled in the houses of their ancestors: 

1. Taking soil from the native land: circulation of the objects of inher-
itance, collective memory at work, and the return of the descendants: 
 
The first trip was a familial trip. One person enlisted 12 others. Another one enlist-
ed 15. Still another one enlisted ... and thus we had 50 people. 50 people were gath-
ered and we hired a coach and a minibus and off we went to Turkey. We had to, 
then, go to the village of Georgi Kondolov, the chieftain, and collect soil from his 
native land. We wanted it to be from his home place but we never found out where 
the house was, no one could point it out. Therefore we asked where the church was 
and we collected soil from there for Georgi Kondolov’s monument that was to be 
inaugurated here.24 Then Solomon Pasi was foreign minister.25 He came for the in-
auguration of the monument and laid a bullet shell filled with soil. (V.Y. ex-chair of 
the Thracian Association in Tsarevo, interview from 2011) 
 

2. Recognising the inheritance – getting to know the “other” who in-
habits the space of the ancestors: 
 
But mayors in Turkish villages always respond. And when we ask after someone, 
about someone’s house, that is, those are small settlements and they know which 
house belonged to whom and all the rest of it... When we go to one of those villag-
es, we go to a caf ... cafe ... and they start asking questions, and we start asking ques-
tions and we gradually find out things about each other. They say ... we’ll call the 
mayor, and when he comes, open-handed, treats us all to Turkish delight, treats us 
all to coffee – you see – they are hospitable! (V.Y. ex-chair of the Thracian Associa-
tion in Tsarevo, interview from 2011) 
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The inheritance of the ancestors, the memory of migration and the real 
crossing of the border in search for the lost birthplaces is only possible 
when the border is open and settled people can once again follow mov-
ing objects – the narratives about migration, about the home place, 
about the square in the native village, the trauma of leaving and fleeing. 
This is a process of getting educated about inheritance and heirs (em-
bodiment), “inherited by the inheritence,” successfully “appropriated it” 
in Bourdieu’s terms (Bourdieu, 1999: 508), in which the personal experi-
ence (familial, ancestral) is legitimized and objectified with a publicly 
acknowledged form as symbolic capital of the Thracian inheritance of 
the refugees. But these returns of the descendants are also a form of 
cross-border investment in social capital - getting to know the neigh-
bour, who has settled in the old Bulgarian villages and is himself a mi-
grant from the Balkans or from other parts of Turkey.26 The memories 
bring back the knowledge of local history about the Bulgarians who lived 
there before. 

Although the “homecoming” of the descendants to the border areas 
such as Strandzha is similar to the excursions organised by other Thraci-
an associations,27 this act of border crossing is also an act of investment 
into social capital. The mediators between the totally unfamiliar “home-
comers” and those accommodated in the Bulgarian houses were the mi-
grants from Bulgaria and the Balkans which settled on several waves dur-
ing the last century. The opposite movement – the descendants of Turks 
and Muslims who have migrated from the region after the Balkan wars 
still cannot come and visit the birthplaces of their ancestors (as Turkish 
citizens they still need visas), but the Greeks are coming and participate 
in some local feasts in the villages of their origins in Bulgaria nowadays. 
 
 

PROJECTS FOR TRANSBORDER COLLABORATION – INSTI-
TUTIONALISING (COMMON) THRACIAN HERITAGE 

 
Tsarevo and the Border 

The strategies of the descendants of Thracians from Tsarevo and the 
region in the direction of Strandzha and Edirne are already part of the 
official local policies of the municipality. Under the legitimate form of 
projects for transborder collaboration, once the crossing of the border 
was eased and Bulgarians were allowed to travel freely to the Republic of 
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Turkey, in addition to the trips to the villages, a number of projects for 
cultural exchange gained popularity. The active party in applications with 
projects for transborder collaboration is the Turkish party and, in the be-
ginning, projects were developed thanks to the personal contacts of so-
cial actors on both sides of the border. The key actor there is a migrant 
from Bulgaria, who works with the neighbour municipality of 
Pinarhissar. 

The most popular projects are those seeking collaboration in sports or 
aiming at the shared awareness and appreciation of Thracian culture on 
both side of the Bulgarian-Turkish border: folklore, cuisine, or style of 
life. These projects predominantly involve children from Tsarevo and 
Pınarhissar and their activities remain within the framework of their re-
spective schools and the outreach activities organised by those schools; 
the programmes for pupils’ mobility are exchange programmes, in which 
Turkish children stay with Bulgarian families and vice versa; as a result, 
some of these contacts are maintained after the actual visit, either by us-
ing the internet or by making private trips later on. 

At municipality level, there is the project for transborder collaboration 
on building a Thracian settlement that would represent the style of life in 
the Strandzha region, as a follow-up of the “Representing the Life Style 
of the Strandzha Region” project.  
 
Edirne and the Border 

Up to the beginning of the twentieth century Edirne was one of the 
most important town centres in the region of Thrace. After the Balkan 
Wars, it gradually lost its centrality and became more of a peripheral 
town due to its proximity to the Bulgarian and the Greek borders. In the 
1990s, the town once again welcomed migrants from the Balkans, which 
had an impact on its structure and on the different groups that started 
inhabiting town spaces and introducing different cultural models, mainly 
from Bulgaria and the former Yugoslavian republics. On the other hand, 
Edirne is important for Bulgarians not simply because it accommodates 
migrants from the country, but also due to the large Bulgarian communi-
ty to be found in it before the Balkan wars – nowadays it is reduced to 
just a few members. It is intriguing to map out in what ways Bulgaria is 
present in the contemporary Turkish town, how Bulgarian traces have 
turned into aspects of town heritage, to what an extent they are legiti-
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mate in public space, which are the places where descendants return and 
tourists visit. 

Apart from the residential areas with migrants from Bulgaria, Edirne 
has two Bulgarian churches reconstructed – St. Georgi28 and Saints Kon-
stantin and Elena.29 These are the two most frequently visited sites by 
both the “expeditions of descendants” and the organised tourist groups 
that visit the town for a day on their way back from Istanbul.  

Restoring the importance of the Bulgarian traces in Edirne’s town 
space is only possible as a result of the changed status of the border and 
the relations between the neighbour states, the cooperation between 
state institutions such as ministries of culture, but also thanks to the mu-
nicipal administration of the town and its residents, who are often in the 
role of tourist guides for the visitors. Notable Christian celebrations 
gather official guests and tourists from Bulgaria, representatives of the 
local authorities, intellectuals, students of Bulgarian language at the 
Thracian University, and people from the neighbourhood, who share the 
food and the cheer in the church yard. Other heritage sites reminiscent 
of the old Bulgarian community in Edirne are the Boys’ School named 
after Dr. Peter Beron, the Bulgarian cemetery, the monuments signifying 
the Balkan wars and the Treaty of Lausanne, but they are not part of the 
tours organised by tourist companies as yet.  

In terms of administration and of residents, who are descendants of 
migrants and have their own memories of the birthplaces of their ances-
tors somewhere in the Balkans, the town of Edirne started utilizing this 
diversity to construct its identity as a border town in the 1990s – identi-
fying itself as a beginning, not as an end or a periphery. Despite the dy-
namic political relations between Greece and Turkey and Bulgaria, there 
is a tendency to exhibit the shared heritage of Thrace via the policies of 
the local and the central governments and with the help of projects. 
 
Edirne, the border and project culture: constructing heritage 

If we change our vantage point and consider the town from the bor-
der, the hypothesis that the status of Edirne has been changing becomes 
viable: from the point of view of managing the cultural and historical 
heritage, the town is becoming less of a peripheral (with reference to the 
capital) settlement, preoccupied with activities of localisation30 and cross-
ing the border, and more of a place expressive of its own specific locality 
through project activities validating the national and Ottoman cultural 
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and historical heritage while relying on universal values. The most signif-
icant object is the Selimiye mosque, included in the World heritage list of 
UNESCO.  

The issue of the three states constructing their share of the Thracian 
heritage and the meanings invested in it from the point of view of re-
gionalisation and the reconstruction of the symbolic historical territory, 
Thrace, is most intriguing.31 Due to the Bulgarian sensitivity to the dif-
ference between the types of heritage and their legitimate heirs, con-
structed by such cultural capital, there is a distinction between ancient 
Thracians and contemporary Thracians expressed by the two words used 
to denote them (“traki” and “trakiytsi”); this distinction has been blurred 
in everyday speech in contemporary Turkey despite the fact that the lan-
guage keeps the different meanings. 32  

On the occasion of the centenary of the Balkan wars, a project for the 
construction of a tower has been developed; the tower is meant to be 
close to the border between the three states and high enough to allow a 
view of the entire territory of Thrace.  

Another idea for a collaborative project means to exemplify the shared 
style of life in the region: 

 
Yes, we had this other idea to make another Bulgarian-Turkish complex and seem-
ingly everything was completed, right? The Bulgarian party told us, no, we have no 
financial resources. To make a Bulgarian-Turkish centre here. With lakes, with eve-
rything, two houses will be built: a Revival-type house and this other one, in the one 
there will be Turkish dishes, local food, right? In two restaurants here, right? Cafete-
rias Bulgarian style, cafeterias Turkish style, right? Turkish coffee, what we have 
here. (From an interview from H. Ch., 2011) 
  
The projects and programmes for transborder collaboration that the 
Edirne municipality takes part in are numerous and most of them are di-
rected towards getting to know the culture and the communities on both 
sides of the border and towards exhibiting that cultural heritage. Most 
often these are projects focusing on the shared cuisine on both sides of 
the border with visiting culinary exhibitions, food degustation, exchange 
of artistic events, travelling fairs of craftsmanship that take place in 
Edirne and in Plovdiv, concerts, theatrical performances, etc. 

What is important for the construction of the town close to the border 
and across the border are some of the forms of institutional presence of 
Bulgaria: not the tourist sites and places of pilgrimage, but those that or-
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ganise everyday life for the local migrants and their descendants. One of 
the consulates of Bulgaria in Turkey is situated in Edirne, which accom-
modates and legitimises the community of Bulgarian citizens (predomi-
nantly ethnic Turks with dual citizenship) in the Thracian part of Turkey. 
Most of the events in the town, related to the cultural and economic 
links between the two countries, are carried out with the support of the 
consulate. 
 
Edirne urban public space, moving heritage and festive life 

The cultural heritage of the “others” that is accepted by the majority 
has its institutionalised form – the festivals and public events and its 
spaces – central urban places as well as some other places in the newly 
built part of Edirne – the neighbourhoods. The articulation of the herit-
age of the Balkans is the folklore and material culture. But the entire or-
ganisation of these cultural exchanges is also a work of investment in so-
cial capital and using social networks before and after resettlements of 
population in the region. The most frequent mobility and visits are those 
of children on the school age. 

One of the institutionalised forms of transborder exchange is the 
Week of children and youth in Turkey, which precedes Children’s Day 
(23rd April). In the festivals organised in this period, there are a lot of 
children’s groups from neighbouring Balkan and other European coun-
tries that take part. 

These events and the exchanged visits of children from Bulgaria in 
Turkey and vice versa are a legitimate form of “intercultural dialogues,” 
“transborder collaboration” and mutual getting to know each other, en-
couraged by the EU. In this political framework, nevertheless, the local 
forms of regional communities come to the limelight, at the level of 
towns. According to the requirements of the Comenius programme,33 
which frequently finances projects about similar transborder collabora-
tion and exchange of visits between groups from Bulgaria and Turkey, 
the host country has to provide for the children’s stay. In Edirne, Bulgar-
ian children are often accommodated with the families of migrants from 
Bulgaria “in order to reduce the stress of culture shock caused by the un-
familiar language and surroundings in everyday life” (in the phrase of 
R.K., a headmaster in 2010). The migrants from Bulgaria to Edirne are in 
the situation of translators of culture and institutions. 
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I had Bulgarian children from a village near Varna a couple of times [possibly as 
part of the projects with the Valchi dol school, M.Z.’s note]. Then I got a phone call 
the year after; they had my phone, the parents; the children were happy with their 
visit and wanted to come again. They used to come for 4-5 days for this festival. 
They come on 21st and 22nd of April and stay for four or five days. Last night my 
son went to that school and said that they had been waiting for the visitors. (From 
an interview with R.K. 2010) 
 

The programs for student exchange and artists’ mobility, as well as the 
festivals in Edirne, are the active channel of transborder collaboration. In 
this sense, the Thrace region is reconstructed in terms of urban space 
presence through the guest groups from the Bulgarian part of the histor-
ical territory: Yambol, Sliven, Burgas, Aytos, Karnobat, etc. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The official results from this type of transborder cooperation include an 
exchange of ideas and getting to know the other, the neighbour; discov-
ering the similarities in folklore, in cuisine, in the style of life; recovering 
a shared habitation of the same territory in a distant period of history. 
Through this official form of mobile heritage (project culture, festivals, 
official visits, and expeditions back to the native land) inheriting migra-
tion acquires a new meaning for the descendants – they no longer see it 
only as a traumatic memory, personal and/ or family drama, related to 
being forced to flee from one’s birthplace and settle in a new context. 
The change of status of the forbidden border into a crossable border and 
the actual crossing abroad legitimizes in new ways that heritage as sym-
bolic capital and allows it to be converted into social and economic capi-
tal. At the beginning of the text I phrased the hypothesis that the inher-
itance of migration is inheriting liminality – social, cultural, and political. 
The forbidden border and the settling of people steers the efforts of the 
generations of descendants towards better integration in the new con-
text, acquiring new experience, unlike that of the ancestors, because the 
economic and the social capital has remained on the other side of the 
border where no inheriting can take place. The descendants come into 
possession of the cultural capital – the stories and memories, the identity 
of knowing who you are and where your ancestors come from. The poli-
cy of homogenizing the population reinforced by the socialist regime in 
Bulgaria unifies the differences by guiding people’s biographical strate-
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gies into investing a different type of social capital typical of the socialist 
society. Despite this tendency, amongst the first tourists and discoverers 
of the neighbouring country on the other side of the border were those 
borderline people, descendants of the Thracian Bulgarians, who, with no 
direct experience in crossing the border, go back to ritualise memory, 
draw the symbolic territory of inheritance, map out the “Bulgarian trac-
es,” and lend meaning to places in Turkey and Greece that do not coin-
cide with the touristic heritage sites that these countries offer. The first 
trips of the descendants and their initial social contacts pave the way for 
developing tourism, projects for cross-border cooperation, festivals, and 
business initiatives, while the mutual getting to know one another is in-
stitutionalised as political moves of the two states in the process of rec-
ognising and acknowledging the heritage of the “other”. The other group 
of borderline people are the Turks, who migrated from socialist Bulgaria 
in 1989 and got integrated in Turkish society but still kept their links 
with their birthplaces, and when the possibility presented itself (after the 
year 2000) they applied for dual citizenship and got it; they have a life or-
ganised around associations and keep up social networks of relatives or 
neighbours from Bulgaria. Although the last mass wave is relatively new 
migration (twenty-five years ago), a process of patrimonialisation of the 
inheritance of resettling can be traced in the commemoration practices, 
celebrations, returns (even though still private trips), keeping up links 
with Bulgaria, taking part in political life, etc. 

This case of reinterpretation of the inheritance of migration from the 
point of view of the dynamic Bulgarian-Turkish border shows some gen-
eral tendencies of global mobility, even though with elements of the local 
historicity of the two Balkan states. National collective ideological narra-
tives are underlying the construction of identities of the two groups in 
the respective states – as Bulgarian and as Turkish, who have “come 
back” to their “homeland,” where they are a majority and whose homo-
geneity is “guarded” by the impermeable state border – these narratives 
are problematised by the mobile people, who follow the memories of 
migration and cross the border, get to know the other, discover similari-
ties or differences. Reconsidering the border revalorises the inheritance 
of heirs and migrants. And because inheritance and inheriting are mech-
anisms of constructing identities and communities through expressing 
symbols, emblems, and signs in the global epoch of multiple narratives, it 
is the liminality of this type of moving objects that makes them easily 
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recognisable; no additional efforts are required to translate culture and 
valorise, and it is easy to utilize in the tourist industry and the new mobil-
ities. Even if at the very beginning of this process, Bulgaria displays 
tendencies of constructing this type of mobile heritage and movement of 
people towards the neighbour states – the rudimentary beginnings of 
tourist pilgrimage, simultaneously part of a post-modern mobility and of 
strengthening the local via global signs, symbols and heritage. 
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Notes 
                                                 
1 In Bulgarian there is one word that encompasses the three meanings, nasledstvo. 
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2 UNESCO’s 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/en/convention. 
3 The larger context of this point of view is a research project “Resettlers and Mi-
grants on Two Sides of The Bulgarian-Turkish Border: Heritage, Identity, Intercul-
tural Interactions,” funded by the National Science Fund, Bulgaria. 
http://2sidesborder.org/index_en.html. 
4 More about the methodology see in Zlatkova 2011. 
5 The so-called “Thracian refugees” or Bulgarians from the Eastern part of the 
Thrace region with their heirs are approximately 800 000 nowadays. After the Ango-
ra agreement of 1925, the population considered Bulgarian were pressed to leave 
Turkey within a very short period of time. Crossing the border in the opposite di-
rection – from Bulgaria to Turkey – includes several waves throughout the twentieth 
century – in the interwar period, after WW2, in the 1960s and in the 1970s – the so 
called migration to bring families together. The most significant waves for this re-
search here are the so-called “Big excursion” in 1989 and the migration of the 1990s 
perceived as economic. The Conventions and agreements for out-migrants between 
Bulgaria and Turkey are the following: the Istanbul Convention (1909), the Agree-
ment for emigration of Bulgarian citizens with Turkish origin whose families have 
migrated to Turkey before 1952 (1968), the Additional protocol of the agreement 
for migrations between Turkey and Bulgaria (Ankara 1977), The International pass-
ports Law (May, 1989). 
6 The ways of crossing the border and the official figures in statistics are analysed 
from the point of view of migration from Bulgaria to Turkey by Aise Parla (Parla 
2006). 
7 Border problems as a complex social construction of the Bulgarian Turks who 
have resettled in Turkey are analysed by Magdalena Elchinova (2012). 
8 Unlike former colonies and colonial powers, the contemporary Balkan states inher-
ited the Ottoman Empire, which was a territory of circulation. After having the 
borders of the new nation states fixed, the state authorities regulated and directed 
the streams of people who were crossing the new national territories, and resorted 
to bio-politics and policies of constructing memory and identity meant to localize 
them as settled people – i.e. citizens. (Todorova, 2004) 
9 More about symbolical transgressions of the forbidden border see in Zlatkova 
2014. 
10 A detailed analysis of the politics of memory, commemoration practices, and the 
Union of Thracian Bulgarians is offered by Valentina Ganeva-Raycheva (2012). 
11 More about the “Revival process” and the migration of Turks, called re-settlers to 
Turkey see Maeva, 2006, Elchinova, 2005, 2012. 
12 The politics of memory related to the resettlement of the Bulgarian Turks is 
analysed by Nikolay Vukov. He “outlines some of the aspects of this type of visits 
in the recent years and interprets them as a kind of travel through space and time, 
which reveals both the divergent trajectories of remembering about the “Revival” 
process, and the specific duality of the resettlers – as having returned to their native 
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places to commemorate the events that had actually led to their resettlement.” 
(Vukov, 2012: 138). 
13 For example, Trakia Association for culture and solidarity of the Balkan Turks 
and the Federation of the Turks from Rumelia and the Balkans, both are based at 
Edirne. 
14 After Benedict Anderson’s (1983) model of “imagined communities.” 
15 There is a substantial corpus of research materials and interpretations on collec-
tive memory and the sites of memory, as well as on rewriting history. The authors, 
who postulate the tradition in this intellectual field of Contemporary history and de-
fine the terms we now use, are Maurice Halbwachs (1980) and Pierre Nora (1978). 
16 The mouth of the Rezovo River is the farthest boundary of Bulgarian territory. 
Although the village of Rezovo is on the border, there is no border checkpoint there. 
The nearest checkpoint is at Malko Tarnovo, some 50 km away from Tsarevo. 
17 On the rituals performed by the two target groups in order to remember and re-
construct spaces and territories, see Raycheva 2011, 2012, Vukov 2012. 
18 The Georgi Kondolov Culture House – 1912. 
19 The town had the name Vasiliko up to 1934, when it was re-named Tsarevo, a 
Bulgarian translation of the Greek name. From 1950 up to 1991 the socialist town 
was called Michurin, after a famous Soviet biologist. Thereafter, up to the present, it 
has been Tsarevo again. 
20 The municipality of Tsarevo and the surrounding areas are part of the Burgas re-
gion. 
21 In-depth research and participant observation are carried out by Valentina Ga-
neva-Raycheva and Natalia Rashkova in the framework of the current research pro-
ject. For more details, see Raicheva 2012, Rashkova 2012. 
22 The dance is listed by UNESCO as intangible cultural heritage. 
23 These are the residents of the Bulgari village, formerly called Urgari. 
24 The memorialisation of the Thracian heritage as an element of the townscape of 
Tsarevo is marked by the monuments of Georgi Kondolov at the central square and 
of Mihail Gerdzhikov in the park by the sea. The specific ritual of carrying soil over 
from the birthplace to the grave or to the monument of the deceased ancestors is 
the major goal of each one of the expeditions. 
25 Solomon Pasi was the country’s foreign minister, who signed the agreement for 
Bulgaria to join the EU on 1st January 2007. 
26 In the villages occupied by Bulgarians, once the exchange of population took 
place, it was Muslims from the Balkan Peninsula that settled there: from Bosnia, 
Kosovo, Macedonia, etc., along with families from the interior of Turkey. They re-
member that Bulgarians lived there once but due to the many years of political di-
videdness of the territory they do not know their neighbours on the other side of 
the border. 
27 The Associations are part of the Union of Thracian associations – a national or-
ganisation of the descendants of the studied group. 
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28 The church was restored as part of the international Programme for the preserva-
tion of the immovable cultural heritage with finances of the Directorate of Religions 
at the Council of Ministers of the Republic of Bulgaria and it was sanctified in 2004. 
29 The church was restored as part of the same programme and was opened and 
sanctified in 2009. 2010 saw a monument of the Bulgarian patriarch Antim I in the 
church yard – its inauguration was honoured by representatives of the Thracian As-
sociation of Tsarevo, Bulgaria. 
30 One of the ideas for town development relies on Edirne, which has been the his-
torical centre of the Thrace region, resuming its status with the help of numerous 
projects; one project in particular has adopted the goal of opening a tax-free mall on 
an island on the Maritsa river, another one is centred around the Thrace Euro-
region, still another one is focused on the Strandzha Euroregion, and so on and so 
forth. 
31 Detailed projects for the reconstruction of the cultural and historical heritage, i.e. 
Thracian houses meant to exemplify the style of life of the Thracians, are being de-
veloped in the Tsarevo municipality. Irena Bokova has analysed some of the pro-
jects related to the Thrace region in the Greek municipalities by the border (Bokova, 
2012). 
32 In the Turkish language there is a word for the Thracians of ancient times (traklar) 
and Thracians as the regional belonging of the contemporary population in the re-
gion (trakylilar). For more details, see http://tdkterim.gov.tr/bts/ 
33 Comenius programme: http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-
programme/ comenius_en.htm. 




