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Oral History can become a passion particularly because of the features that cause it to look “suspicious” or unreliable. A better defence than my own has come from Al Portelli, who evokes the main characteristics which make the discipline objective in a way that does not compromise the potential adherence to the factology of subjectivity. 

The damage caused by the times spent under the dictate of politicised history in the Eastern bloc can be a good reason for resistance. But when it comes to passion, the genuine explanation should look further than an easy adaptation to dominant attitudes and new political clichés from the post-socialist society. To talk about the reasons which evoke passion means to gain awareness of personal choice and the complexity of the ever-changing contexts which underpin them. That is to say, to account for my attraction to oral history means more than anything else to confirm the complex interplay between the psychological and the socio-historical aspect of the ever-evolving identity. A surprising reply might shed light not only on the difficulties but also on the discoveries accompanying the process of reflection. Because it is the very same correlation between psychology and history which forms the basis of personal choice that also reflects the problematic connectedness of oral history with the far-reaching historiographical tradition. Therefore, personal choice can be seen here as the very essence of oral history compared with traditional historiography. 

So, what makes oral history different in the degree of attractiveness known to me? This is the source of information which questions factual validity. According to Portelli„ The first thing that makes oral history different is that it tells us less about events than about meaning. This does not imply that oral history has no factual validity. Interviews often reveal unknown events or unknown aspects of known events; they always cast new light on unexplored areas of the daily life of the non-hegemonic classes. And from this point of view, the only problem posed by oral sources is that of verification. But the unique and precious element which oral sources force upon the historian and which no other sources possess in equal measure is the speaker’s subjectivity…  Oral sources tell  us not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they now think they did. Oral sources may not add much to what we know, for instance, or the material cost of a strike to the workers involved; but they tell us a good deal about its psychological costs.” 

(Portelli 1991: 50)

I chose oral history to pay tribute – within the modest limits of this presentation – to the invisible facts in the life of the Bulgarian countryside, and specifically – of two Muslim women from Ribnovo, a village situated in South Western Bulgaria. From the point of view of the specific conditions of the life there – a hamlet inhabited exclusively by Bulgarian Muslims (known as pomaks) – the subject of migration seems to acquire broader and less usual usage than the one attributed to it under other circumstances. 

Before I move on to analyse the interviews with a view of the subject of migration, let me give brief data about the origin and language of the pomaks, as well as some sketchy but relevant observations from my interviews with the informants.

Who are the Pomaks
As part of the local histories of the Balkan countries, the theories about the origin of the pomaks vary according to the national policies and the specific historical contexts, whose reflection they are to a large extent. The accounts are also affected by the fluctuations in the attitudes and their modern repercussions, and also by the new developments in the relations between the Muslim communities and external - often hostile to the state - interests. The theories about the Arabic origins of the pomaks often stem from the claims of the historian Maria Todorova, who writes “this Arabic origin theory for the Pomaks was imported by Muslim missionaries sent from Saudi Arabia, Libya, and Pakistan”. (Todorova 1997: 68) The ethnologists Tsvetana Georgieva writes that her informants told her that “they wanted the terms Arabs and Pomaks to become identical so that they could  rely on the Arab community for protection.” (Georgieva 2001: 229)
The fact that pomaks today inhabit geographical regions which belong to more than one Balkan state forms the basis of the political motivation of the better part of origin theories. 

1. According to Greek researchers, Pomaks are considered “descendants of the Thracians (an ancient people who inhabited the Rhodope Mountains before the Slavs) who gradually intermarried with their Greek neighbors” and these Hellenized Thracians were subsequently slavicised and later islamicised during the Ottoman period. (Ghodsee 2009: 38) 

2. Some Turkish historians claim that Pomaks are descendants of Arabs, or Cumans, or Pechenegs, who settled in the region of Balkans in the 11th through the 13th centuries, before the Ottoman conquests, who were “linguistically Slavicised by their daily contact with the Bulgarian Christian population” (Ibid., p. 38) 

3. The Macedonians argue that Pomaks are ethnic Macedonians, converted by force to the Islam by the Turks.

4. During the totalitarian regime most Bulgarian scholars categorised Pomaks as a “Bulgarian ethnic population that was converted to Islam by force in the course of the Turkish Yoke. According to Jeffrey Cole „confined by their mountainous geographic isolation, Pomaks were not fully assimilated into a Turkish identity”. (Cole 2011: 288)
Ghodsee says that “while some scholars and many Bulgarians still believe in the mass conversion theory (which was actively promoted by communist propaganda before 1989) many recent studies have called into question the historiographic evidence that supported these claims… Bulgarian historians, using archival materials from Russian, Western European, and Ottoman sources, now tend to promote the idea that Pomaks’ conversion to Islam was made willingly, for political and economic reasons. She quotes Evgeni Radushev, who “proposes that both geographic and material reasons lay behind the Pomak conversion. He argues that since the Pomaks lived in mountainous areas, their access to fertile lands was limited and agricultural production was two to three times lower than that of Bulgarians who lived in the plains and piedmont areas in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. Furthermore, because members of the Christian millet were taxed at much higher rates than those in the Muslim millet throughout the empire, the Ottoman tax system was particularly detrimental to mountain-dwelling populations, which faced severe food shortages once they paid their tributes. Radushev argues that the Christian standard of living in the Rhodope Mountains was roughly two times lower than that of Muslim households, and that this disparity in living standards accounts for the concentration of conversions to Islam in the mountainous areas where most of the Pomaks continue to live to this day.” 

(Ghodsee 2009: 39-40) 

Kristen Ghodsee argues that “the most accepted argument among scholars concerning the origin of the Pomaks, however, is that they were ethnically Slavic, Bulgarian-speaking Chritians who adopted Islam.” (Ibid., p. 38) 

Self-awareness/Identity

Concerning the identity of these people, which is essential when discussing their origins, I must admit that even a very cursory review of the major theories is sufficient to conclude that all these theories – without exception – serve as ideological weapons of the nation state. As for their self-proclaimed identities, they are just as fictional and ideologically determined, but prefaced by the self-defence of a small community. Just like the theories about their origins, their self-proclaimed identities also reflect a complex power relation within shifting socio-historic, geographical and cultural contexts. 

An example of this complexity is contained in local anecdotes. I owe gratitude to the poet Jordan Eftimov for reminding me recently that the whole atmosphere of the multi-ethnic interactions on the Balkans is condensed in the Macedonian anecdote where “during the XIX century each Macedonian used to have in his carpet bag a Turkish fez, a Bulgarian fur cap and an European beret and wore whatever was required by the emergence of a threatening by-passer on the alley.”  

Be that as it may, the issue of pomaks does not boil down to one single self-reflective view point. To tackle this issue, we need to subscribe to Joan Scott’s view about feminism that this is a discipline which does not have one single stream, but rather presents several varied feminisms, seeking the energy of response from several theories. Even without recourse to feminism, however, it should be fairly obvious that there is no single homogenous pomak community. 
Such evidence is also available from various data in Wikipedia articles. For instance, the pomaks who live in the Central Rhodope Mountains are “predominantly not religious and have Bulgarian Christian names as a result of the state policy of restoring the Christian identity in the 70s and 80s of the XXth century. A very small proportion of them accept Christianity after 1990. The better part of the Bulgarian Muslims in the Central Rhodope region would describe themselves as ethnic “Bulgarians” but confessional “Muslims”, while others qualify themselves as pomaks. 
Those who inhabit Pirin Mountain and the South Western Rhodopes – the regions of Razlog, Gotse Delchev and Checha – are mainly devout, practising Muslims with preserved Turkish and Arabic names, clothes and customs. Some of them confess a Turkish identity in the census of 2001, although they quote Bulgarian as their mother tongue. 

The Bulgarian-speaking Muslims in the Lovech region identify themselves as “pomaks”, Turks or Bulgarians.” http://bg.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9F%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%B0%D1%86%D0%B8 (25. 06. 2012) 

Incidentally, the impact of narrow party interests which harm the national interests, as well as the lack of a firm consensus on the issue of the origin of pomaks and the unstable attitudes in terms of self–identification make Andon Iskrenov, founding member of the Alliance of Pomaks in Bulgaria for Culture and European Integration in a publication dedicated to the 70th anniversary of the local school in the village of Kochan, express his disapproval saying that “many authors are afraid to write about this region. The trouble is that in most cases narrow party political interests are served rather than national ones. About the origins of this population, the question is still without an answer: Tell us finally the truth!”  http://www.freewebs.com/kochan/ (23. 06. 2012) 
“Tell us finally the truth!”?! Friday, the day I arrived in Ribnovo is a day for prayers. When I saw the hustle and bustle in the centre, I realised that Friday was also the market day in the village. It was fairly obvious that there are more pressing issues to deal with and discuss. Graduation balls were among them and the whole evening was to pass under the rhythm of the people, the melancholic sound of the zourlas and the crystal recapitulation of the children’s growing–up process. 
Brief observations on the question of identity in oral histories 

The question of self-identity was implicitly broached in the interviews. In my conversation with Kadrie and Hatidge, two married women from the village of Ribnovo, approaching the age of 40, the ethnic name “Bulgarians” and the adjective “democratic” - the latter solely connected with the description of husbands – were mentioned several times, as if in an effort to dispel any doubt that there can be possible identities or attributions other than the ones the informants desired for themselves. 

They were well aware of the opinion of Euro-centric Bulgarians, even more so – of women - about the “undemocratic” relation of Muslims towards their wives and were quick to defend themselves with resources borrowed from the opposing camp.

In several other interviews with Bulgarian Muslims from the village of Lujnitsa the term of self-reference “Bulgarian” was didactically imposed by my mistake to use the word “Pomak”. There must be a grain of truth in the claim that “sisterhood is global”, because apart from a nourishing and curious sample, no other restrictions were imposed on my interview.

In itself, an example is important. Apart from other circumstances, it also shows how “minor” errors are in the centre of the fall of big careers. 

The former, newly elected at the time of the interview head teacher of the school in Lujnitsa, referred to by my respondents as “a Bulgarian Christian”, had the misfortune to greet the students with the phrase “Good morning, young pomaks!” This upbeat greeting, seen not so much as an early-morning slip of the tongue, but as a strong tide of “Christian” condescension, caused the villagers to get rid of the head teacher and the position was taken by another schoolmaster, needless to say – of the Muslim faith. 

Etymology - Hypotheses 

As for the etymology of the ethnonym “pomak”, a few hypotheses exist, which will be briefly outlined below. 

1. The ethnonym “pomak” derives from the dialectal participle form “pomachen” (tortured, tormented); 2. from the Bulgarian substantivised verb “pomagach” (collaborator) 3. from the ancient Greek word Пομάξ (a drunkard). It is connected with the old image of the Thracians described by Thucydides s as fabulous drinkers. 4. from the ancient Greek word ιππομάχοι (mounted soldiers)It is connected once again with the image of the Thracians as horse riding warriors. 5. The Turkish origins of the word are visible from the suffix “-ak” (Pom-ak). The word would have sunk into the language during the times of the Ottoman period. 

When Migration Seems Impossible
In the Bulgarian national consciousness migration, including labour migration has never had one single meaning. It is certain that migration has always been connected with some kind of urgency, no matter whether it depends on political, economic or cultural reasons, or it is a result of all these factors intertwined. 

The same or a similar urgency befell me out of the blue one sunny day, as I was on my way, accompanied by a group of friends, along the newly-laid road to Ribnovo which meanders with a specific determination East and up among the picturesque mountain slopes of the Western Rhodopes. At the time I had no idea about the lurking difficulties for my attempt to interview at least two local women, whose names I did not know as I had no plan and no acquaintances whose demonstrable connections in the local authorities would have made a favourable impression. My knowledge of the life of local women derived from a few media articles spawned by sporadic but persistent suspicions of radical Islam practiced by representatives of the religious and political authorities in the region, or from historiographic texts concerning the origin of pomaks on the Balkans.  Neither source shed sufficient light on the ways and moral resources – outside those of traditional Islam – feeding the daily existence of these women, about whose husbands we had confirmed data that they were economic migrants. In the media articles the women were a priori excluded from the subject of radical Islam and rejected immanent if not political ambitions, or at least serious education – traditionally out of reach for the female population of the village. In the historiographic texts women were excluded together with the men, so as to give a broader perspective on the origin of the pomaks as a whole. The latter may sound like a joke, but irony has never been a faithful ally of the journalist, nothing to say – of the budding researcher into the problems of women and gender. In fact, I was well aware that if I failed to gain the confidence of these women, I would never be given a second opportunity, which meant it was now or never. Part of the fear would have been implicated in the ill-conceived irony above. 

It would also have had something to do with demarcating the space into “ours” and “foreign”, which, according to Edward Said is a “method of geographical distinctions”, oftentimes completely arbitrary. The arbitrariness proceeds from the necessity of consciousness to reconcile the fear of the unknown to the delight from the unknown. 
The interplay of both yields a premise for the communicative process where the two sides merge with equal measure components of the fictional “own” with the fictional “foreign”, which, in effect, is again one’s own, because any fantasies inhabit the unknown space outside our own, according to Said, but these fantasies are more often than not a product of our own consciousness and have nothing to do with the ‘foreign’ reality.
How, then to avoid the difficulty that our own delusions pose and achieve the objectivity, which is nevertheless relative? The refusal of about a dozen women to talk to me may have reflected elements of the safety instinct and the impulse to preserve their dignity rather than the explanation that it proceeded from the religious conservatism observed by these women. Whatever the explanation, at that moment I had no choice but, being already in the house of young Kadrie, trust the knowledge of reflexivity, which, as Goffman says, is equal to a method. Confusing as they might be, the different stories about the origin of pomaks and the other historiographic data, in effect, serve to contextualise the narrative stories, thus allowing dynamic operations with the information. (Cf., for instance, Joan Sanster Telling our stories. Feminist debates and the use of oral history, p. 7). The whole potential of objectivity resides mainly in our ability to discover it where hidden facts are expressed through exaggerations, or the suppression or trivialization of particular micro plots. 
A fact proved essential for the success of my venture. Before I set off for Ribnovo, I was warned by a friend who had fallen victim to his unawareness that the local people are hostile to photographers. It could not be otherwise, since no other village has ever seen its name so often in the media connected with suspicions of Radical Islam. On the other hand, we have the TV shows focusing on the preserved moral values, as well as the romanticised pictures on the Internet showing the exotic sight of the local weddings with the incredibly beautiful faces of blue-eyed girls painted white. When a few days later I showed the pictures I had taken to my friend he was surprised and explained my success with the fact that I am a woman. Being a woman, in his opinion, in the parlance of the locals meant being tantamount harmless. 
With a view of all this, when I accidentally made the acquaintance of Kadrie, I had to explain that I did not mean to talk politics, and that what I was actually interested in was to hear from her how she coped on her own, without her husband and what advantages and disadvantages, hardships or frustrations had been caused by the fact that her husband was living and working in Malta for years. I think that this was the breaking point in our relations. It must have been that because later on our conversation was joined by Hatidge, the wife of Kadrie’s brother, who was visiting at the time, but had previously refused to be interviewed. 
However, one is made to pay not only for one’s evil intentions, but also for the good ones, as well. Once aware of my open intentions, unburdened by political allegiances or mercenary, in terms of their view points, goals, Kadrie and Hatidge quickly took control of the conversation. Quite contrary to the rules, this fact in itself was soothing. Although I had mentioned my study programme, they knew next to nothing about feminism and it was practically impossible to adapt their answers in defence or opposition to my intentions of “representativeness”. In the end we managed to have a conversation which exceeded any form of representativeness and which, nevertheless, was self regulatory through its conventionality. One of my tasks in this respect was to locate and dynamise the safety niches in the narratives of the women. 
Besides, the topic of emigration was on a lucky list of safe questions. She addressed them directly, without, however, jeopardising the prestige of the collective memory whose face they represented. 
From the point of view of emigration, the same geographical isolation seemed to always place the villagers from Ribnovo in front of relentless choice. They could either live in isolation there or leave the place, associating their fate and that of their families to other, more favourable living conditions. 
Chronus & Statistics

Besides the difficult economic situation after 1989, when Bulgaria was incorporated into the global “democratic” economy (whose major consequence was the collapse of the national economy and the psychological distress ), the geographical isolation seemed to always place the villagers from Ribnovo in front of a relentless choice. They could either live in isolation there or leave the place, associating their fate and that of their families to other, more favourable living conditions. 

And indeed, the geographical location of Ribnovo, its “distance” from the other villages in the region gives the feeling that survival is all the more possible if people were really closely related. At its height of 1152 metres above the sea level, and population of about 2500, Ribnovo is about 21 kilometres away from the local centre Girmen and 30 kilometres from the municipality Goste Delchev. Except for a small workshop for clothes, the village, whose population is entirely pomak, has no industry, the soil is not suitable for growing tobacco – which traditionally earns the living of pomaks since the days of totalitarianism. To compensate for this, nature has lavishly given beauty to these people and surrounded them with the greenery of the Rhodope slopes to the East, North and South and the steep, snowy peaks of Pirin – to the West. The mixed coniferous–deciduous forests offer various berries, herbs and mushrooms, which the pomaks sell along the roads raw or in preserves. If you want to taste the most fragrant honey and be swept by the pungent, pure mountain fresh air, you must visit the “pomak market” in the mountain pass Yundola.
It must be ironic that having grown up among all this beauty, the better part of the local people have seen themselves forced to emigrate. 

Whether we think of migration as a fact or an opportunity to tackle facts, migration associates with dynamics, movement, shifts in various economic matrixes, such as employment, market economy, globalisation. Except for zoology and the related sciences, migration mainly affects people. To extrapolate the subject of migration, to place her in the limelight, does not mean getting a distance from the economic parameters but rather filling these parameters with meanings which are analysable with the methods of sociology, economics or culture. The freedom of analysis cannot, of course, be random. However, something tells me that the link between “”migration” and “metaphor” must be metonymic or be based on the freedom to rationalise the inevitable limitation that human life is and which is the reason why we engage in poetry. It also comes to my mind that one of the differences between the classical period in ancient Greece and the Hellenistic one is steeped in the increased opportunity for movement in space, for improving the prerequisites for personal choice against the limitations which reinforce the role of the collective community.
So what is the situation with the personal choice and movement of the women in Ribnovo?
I knew this from other informants in the area of Pirin, but Kadrie’s words confirmed that women’s migration in Ribnovo is limited. Contrarily, and in compensation, in her opinion about 70% of the married men in the village are economic emigrants who work mainly in Greece, Spain and Portugal. 
From data quoted in a report by professor Katya Vladimirova, a long-time lecturer at the University of National and World Economy, I knew that the structure of emigrants from Eastern Europe since the nineties has been diverse. It includes mainly young people, but also middle-aged; unemployed or economically inactive, highly qualified or conversely – with very low qualifications. According to that report, “the men find jobs mainly in constructions, farming, industries, while the women start as service-industry workers, or as home help, the so-called personal services, farming, cafes and restaurants and rarely in the industry or other activities.” (Vladimirova 2010: n. pag.)
Vladimirova also points out that “among the characteristics of the emigration from the former socialist countries is the high percentage of women”, which is causally connected with the increased employment among women in the countries of Western Europe and the introduction of home help on the labour market. The externalisation of home labour on the part of the working women in Western Europe leads to the fact that “the vast number of women in a difficult position: poor women from the respective countries or emigrants are exploited.” 

(Ibid., n. pag.)
(I was also reminded that when I used to travel to Greece by train or bus to gather material for my dissertation in Greek literature, there was hardly an occasion when I was not given accounts of tragic family stories which forced the woman to emigrate.)
According to the conclusions of a vast study of “Migrations, Gender and Intercultural Interactions in Bulgaria between 1989 and 1992” (2011), the emigration from Bulgaria was political, and in the main the emigrants were Bulgarian Muslims, as a result of the forced ethnic and religious assimilation of minorities in Bulgaria during the Communist era (1960, 1970).

Between 1993 and 2001, the emigration was more moderate and of economic character. “The main emigrants were ethnic Bulgarians, but Bulgarian Muslims kept high emigration intensity. Since 2001, when visa requirements were lifted and the Bulgarians got a chance to travel to Western Europe for 3-month-long legal stay (“short stays”), the emigration behavior of the Bulgarians changed again.” 
(http://www.imir-bg.org/imir/books/Migracii_bg.pdf)
According to the last census carried out by The National Statistic Institute in February 2011, the population of Bulgaria is 7 364 570. “For the period 1992-2011, 410 472 people have emigrated from Bulgaria”. The emigrants constitute one third of the missing population of Bulgaria for the last 10 years.

Both the Christian and Muslim populations of the villages in the region of Gotse Delchev take advantage of the proximity to the Greek border. Popular in the pomak villages in the Blagoevgrad district is seasonal work, such as sorting potatoes, growing tobacco, cotton, olives etc., where the workers are collected from their villages in the morning, transported to Greece and taken back home in the evening. 
Crossing the nearby border with Greece has been possible for Muslim women from other pomak villages (for instance, the villages Lujnitsa, Breznitsa etc.), but not for those from Ribnovo.
Social mobility in Ribnovo. The “paradoxe” of identity (trans)formation. The Human Cost of Exclusion 
Kadrie’s explanation for this situation set off the conservative family relations in the village, based on religious ethics and was inconsistent with the free movement of women. She explained that she could only think of two or three cases when whole families left their homes. As for her, she would hardly desire such a thing for herself. In effect, she has achieved all her goals: to marry the boy she fancied and to build a house. 
Kadire’s case, by the way, proved unique. Kadrie is the only woman in Ribnovo who has her own firm and develops her business - which by her own estimate – is successful. It is a fact that her clothes shop was literally overcrowded and the hectic atmosphere was reminiscent of the hustle at famous labels’ sales. Her teenage daughter – with open, cute features – was stretched to limits offering coffee in plastic cups from the machine in the corner by the door. 
The same cheerfulness coming from her affluence seemed to reside also in Kadrie’s language, which in a curious way reconciled the incompatible contradiction between her role as a subordinate in the family hierarchy and the freedom proceeding from her economic independence, which she owes to her husband. 
Kadrie has bestowed the functions of family head on herself, she is raising her children by herself; she battles with the construction workers while building the family’s big two-storey house and now she is competing with men on the labour market. In spite of all this, as if to soften the blaring signs of change into the universal binarity of the family, her language strives to pay the dues to her husband, substituting the real person with the fictional narrative about him. This narrative surfaced continuously, reviving itself through the idealised image of the head of the family, which was caused by her constant necessity to validate herself in her own eyes and in mine. Sometimes, as will be visible from the example below, this validation would come as a comparison with her husband where her merit from the point of view of concrete prioritised values was being marginalised. In this way Kadrie paid tribute to the collective memory of the community to which she belongs. She insisted that her husband is a really humble person, that he is not “like me, he has values (presumably religious)”.
At the same time Kadrie was not aware of the contradiction in the fact that her husband is forced to share his religious values with a sort of modern conjugal liberality. She claimed that he never restricted her in anything. Kadrie did not give importance to the economic situation forcing her husband to emigrate and which had probably imposed the change in her life, however, the economic vocabulary related with the effects of migration took up a great part of her speech, together with words associated with religious lexis. The nouns “money”, “means”, “shop”, “goods”, “goals”, “budget”, “dependence” etc. appear one or more times in her narrative. 
The paradox is in the fact that Kadrie’s social freedom occurred as a result of her husband’s religious link with “orthodox” Islam: 
My husband has never restricted me in any way. Despite the fact that he graduated in Saudi Arabia, I have my own business, a firm of my own. Everything is registered to my name. He does not want it. He just gives me the money and says: ‘Do whatever you wish with the money’… How to put it, he is just a very humble man.
Kadrie explained that her husband has been working in Malta for 10 years in the construction industry, but before that he had worked briefly in England and Finland. It is worth mentioning that he is one of the best-educated men in the village: at first he studied English at the American University in Blagoevgrad, then – economics for a while in the new and – as it later occurred – illegitimate Slavonic University in Sofia and finally – „Arabic Philology” and „Religion” in Saudi Arabia. Kadrie announced triumphantly that his diploma from Saudi Arabia is Excellent, but soon after that, with an expression on her face showing both regret and joy at the same time, she rejoins that he who has studied all his life is now a builder, while she has a business with her diploma for basic education. 
In fact, Kadrie’s reluctant admission that her husband failed as imam of the village made me think that apart from the economic reasons to emigrate and work as a blue-collar worker in Malta, there may well have been political reasons. The influence of the pro-Turkish party in the region is enormous and after 1989, the Islamic Institute in Sofia, the Turkish government as well as various foreign foundations actively finance long-term Islamic education for Bulgarian Muslims in countries such as Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Such practices cause tensions and are subject to constant control and counter-measures from the Bulgarian government. Kadrie herself explains briefly and without dramatic emphasis that her husband “was not accepted by the local people” because he wanted them to follow “certain rules” which are obligatory for those practicing Islam. I realised that part of his “humbleness” may be put down to his ‘professional failure’, until economic hardship took the upper hand over religion and played the major role for the developments that followed.

Education proved one of the major topics connected with migration or the inability to migrate for the women in Ribnovo.
For Kadrie studying has never held any attraction. She has unwillingly finished the eight years of mandatory schooling, got married at the age of 16 and at 35 she has three children and her life is altogether arranged. She is by herself, but with financial injections from the outside. Although no woman in the family has studied for more than eight years, she wants her children to study so that they can have a professional qualification to guarantee their future. No different from the times of totalitarianism, material welfare has turned into a major factor in Kadrie’s life. With the years, she has developed an exclusive responsibility towards labour and in this respect she is no different from the others. The facile language, the vivacious glint in her eye, the smile which gave her a girlish look - all of these are a sign of her optimism and energy for the future. Behind the ostensibly sweet facade, however, Kadrie is a serious analyst, a person who strives to meet immediate goals and who believes in proven ability. She admits that her next goal is to get her husband back to Ribnovo, this time – as a teacher.  
Diametrically opposite is the case of Hatidge. Her elliptic narrative, the ascetic domineering features of her face bear the traces of an unfulfilled but relentless nostalgia in her life. Education proves the point where the fates of the two women part to form the two pole of success and failure in the possible transformations of gender identity.  
Hatidge used to be among the best students and her dream has always been to study. Unfortunately, the closed environment does not allow the women in Ribnovo to continue their education after the 8th grade. When I asked her whether she has shared this dream with her parents, she answered in the present historic, as if this question has never ceased to engage her mind: “No. I cannot share this. Having heard the discussions in the family. It is impossible. How come – for a girl to go somewhere to study. This means going to Girmen, Blagoevgrad or – heaven forbid – Sofia. Now the school has 12 grades and the children take them, but at the time, there were only 8. Two or three of my classmates went on to continue their studies and I was secretly hoping, but how can you bring up the subject, knowing what was going on in the family. The teachers could see that I was good at school and willing to go on. Then the deputy head teacher came one day to my house, I will never forget this, and told my father: ‘Why don’t you send her somewhere to study, he says, she is good at school, an excellent student?’ My father looked at me, gave me a secret wink and turned back to the head teacher: ‘No, no. She doesn’t want to. She has no desire.’ ”
Hatidge has never been able to reconcile herself with the conflict between her wishes and the conditions of her environment, which had taken hold of her life.
The conclusions concerning the education relate to the following additional observation: While in the eighties the school, named after the novelist Yordan Yovkov, offered 8 years of education, the girls and most of the boys had no opportunity to continue their education to the higher levels because this meant leaving the community and getting in conflict with the accepted social practice. In my respondents’ words, with the upgrade of the school into a higher school, today the better part of the young people in Ribnovo complete their education there and many go on to study in colleges and universities elsewhere in Bulgaria or abroad. The improved opportunity for personal choice is now available. This choice which may be in the interest of the local religious community or of the exit from it (I refrain from adding “the respective political and business strategies”) is today engrained in the curriculum which contains Islam as an elective. (Let me remind here that the Mayor’s attempt to ban religion from the school curricula caused a huge media scandal and activated protests from parents and students in the beginning of 2012). 
Personal choice - possible or not – is in the basis of the following examples, connected with the psychological aspect of the interactions and the expression of personal choice in the clothes of my respondents.
The unfulfilled changes in Hatidge’s life because of the conservative morals in Ribnovo have left their imprint on her confidence. Although she is the foreman in the French workshop for clothes in the village, she admits that she imagined her life differently. The despondency is – without doubt – projected in the inconveniences connected with migration to nearby towns. Hatidge shares that whenever she travels to Blagoevgrad to visit her daughter, who is a student there, she is always embarrassed about her clothes, which include the traditional Turkish baggy trousers called shalwars and a scarf covering partially her face. Part of this embarrassment is transferred to her feelings for her daughter, who might be ashamed of walking by the lady so queerly dressed. 
Unlike Hatidge, for Kadrie clothes are not a trap felt at home and each time she changes her environment. She could be with shalwars or without them. Her clothes do not affect her confidence in any way. With her innate cheerfulness, Kadrie explains that when she travels to the retail market Iliyantsi in Sofia to stock up her store, she freely changes the shalwars with the so-called “Arab style” trousers, a scarf and a raincoat, known in Ribnovo as a “Turkish costume”.
The immediate conclusion which can be made here is that the transformations in the dress code are part of the interaction of social and subjective factors elicited in the circumstances of internal migration. The projections of these interactions can be seen with unarmed eye in the contrast set off by the dress code of the young girls who wear tight T-shirts and jeans on the one hand, and clothes demonstrating moral allegiance to “orthodox” Islam (shalwars, scarves) - on the other. This allegiance appears in close correlation with the increasing responsibilities in society with age. However, there is one thing visibly unaffected by age. That is high-heeled shoes.
Needless to say that the general conclusions must necessarily direct to the complex relations between the objective socio-cultural reality of the local community and the specific instances of this social experience. This time, however, only to attract my weakness in working with economic analyses and statistical samples. I admit that I studied several tables with data from the National Statistical Institute only to realise that my internal voice takes over the abstraction of numbers which form concentric circles of a hypnotizing spiral. The point issuing from the centre appeared filled with a sacred zero. 
However, what was workable for an optimal understanding was the conclusion related to a negative aspect of emigration – the lack of motivation or refusal of the so-called ‘remittance people’ (those who subsist supported by money transfers from their relatives from abroad) to play an active role in the labour market – seeking jobs or launching a business of their own. From this point of view, the case of Kadrie appears an exception. Not so similar appears the renovation of the better part of the houses in Ribnovo, dramatically contrasting with the delays in the development of the local infrastructure. 
One more exception to the most negative corollaries of emigration – a deterioration of the demographic profile ( depopulation, aging, lower birth rates due to the fact that the emigrants tend to be fertile) sheds positive light on the effects of religious ethics. Kadrie’s case presents an exception to the demographics of the population in Ribnovo, where families tend to raise two children, while Kadrie has had three (two girls and a boy). Her decision to build up an ideal norm is due to her husband’s wish “Allah willing” to beget a boy. 
Other bigger and undoubtedly negative effects of emigration like decreased quality of the labour resources, (diminishing work force, including the highly qualified), smaller income from innovations, smaller tax proceeds etc., as well as data about the external and internal migration in Ribnovo are not relevant to my informants, besides, they cannot be discussed in detail, because data are unavailable. 
The conclusions concerning gender problems are informative about any follow - up work after the interviews: 
Kadrie’s case indicates that gender identity is not universal but determined by each specific socio-cultural contexts. That identity is subject to change, in this case – surprising and surprisingly stable – in view of the dominant religious conservatism in Ribnovo. In this sense the effects of economic emigration spread not only over the immediate – economic characteristics of social experience – but also over the development of the social relations between both genders and the transformations of power which validate them. These transformations result in the reversal of the family roles in the case of women whose husbands are economic emigrants. For its part, the fact of assuming the role of a family head ( an indicative fact is that in some regional dialects the verb „оглавявам” - ‘to head’ - means ‘to marry’) is at the same time the effect and prerequisite for the sociological conditions which form and transform gender identity. 
Of interest may also be the conclusion that the craving for psychological stability connected with the loyalty to the collective symbols of the small community reshuffles the conventionalising of both the economic effects and of those proceeding from religious ethics. To synchronise the two within the framework of personal life, their forms need to be levelled and this double vision should be overarched by a type of ideological mandala. A man’s double vision as once local, once – foreign transgresses in the woman’s doubled energy to embrace not only that which is temporarily missing but also the psychological control over its psychological consequences. This is only possible in the degree of neutrality where paradoxically both the financial independence and the related effects and the sense of belonging to a religious community are thought of ideologically, but in the name of compromise. Allegiance to both allows no withdrawal from either line. Whether conformism here means distancing from the prerequisites of understanding, or is it the case that the exact opposite takes place – the success of understanding?
No matter how desirable that can be, reason can hardly be of assistance to Bulgarian Muslim Women. There is hardly a soul who can imagine that the family holiday can be anything but a week or two camping in the nearby mountain, where each and every minute is utilised in picking berries which will then be sold off quickly on the road, while the remainder is put to the good use for making preserves, just like all the other days in the lives of these women are spent working. The day for them begins at four or five, when is the only possible time to pick tobacco, and ends late at night after milking the cattle and finishing the chores around the house. 
As for the understanding, it should be the goal and instrument of the interviewer, who should now owe up to her hope that oral history develops in Bulgaria and has its effect on its own life and the lives of others. More than ever I am now inclined to believe that the conclusions concerning the transformations in gender identity, including the more general conclusions from the interviews, are yet to come. That they can lead to a change in the stability with which the cognitive matrixes of the conventional, including the academic thinking are multiplied. I would like to insist that this new history is now possible even when studying the closed communities in Bulgaria. And that it may result, as we are reminded by Pierre Nora, in an understanding “of an open-ended modern problem.” (Nora 1997 (trans.): 236) 
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