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Abstract: This article examines the relation between ethnic/national identity and religion, i.e. 

confessional affiliation of the individual or of the group/community at the Balkans, focusing 

upon the situation In the Republic of Macedonia. The emphasize is put upon the terms 

“Macedonian Muslim”, “Islamized Macedonian” and “Torbesh”, in cases where they are 

used either as a ethnic name or an exonym, and upon their transformation during the last two 

decades in the Macedonian political discourse. The text also speaks about the role of religion 

in the (re)construction of Macedonian identity, as well as the way in which this relation 

shaped the change of the discourse. The issue of the Macedonian, examined from the aspect 

of ‘otherness’ and ‘the self’, as someone “radically Other”, or “insufficiently One’s own”, 

or “insufficiently Ours”, are issues that lead to emphasizing differences in a negative 

connotation, making them available for politicization. The role of the global changes related 

to confessional affiliation and its relevance in the construction of ethnic affiliation are also 

important factors, examined in this text. If contemporary society finds that the democratic 

process is insufficiently representative if it does not reflect the versatility of the population, 

first of all through qualitative representation, as well as implementing its core interests and 

its subcultures, one can expect that each isolation and neglect opens a possibility for the 

emergence of constructions/politicization of different kind, especially of ones that are related 

to religion. 

 

Although confrontations usually emerge between different ethnic communities/nations and 

different religions, recent history shows that such confrontations with different intensity are 

possible in the frames of the same ethnic group, in case where its members have different 

religious beliefs. The theory of identities states few possible reasons for the emergence of 

such situations, which differ according to the level of separation from the previous, original 

community and its intensity on one side, and on the time that has passed since this process of 

separation started, on the other. If this process has taken place a long time ago, that is, if the 
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entity is undergoing a formation or is already an individual one, it starts to attain new ethnic 

characteristics that at the beginning contain mutual elements, but in time also develops new 

ones, that promote differences, not common elements. Both religious and cultural changes 

that take place as a result of the change of confessional affiliation can have a decisive role in 

the formation of a new entity. There are few such cases at the Balkans. 

Islamization, as a process that was continuously implemented by the Ottoman Empire, 

especially during the period when it was military and institutionally weak, was not related 

only to Macedonians, but to all other Balkan communities (Albanians, Vlahs, Serbs, 

Bulgarians, Montenegrins, and a lesser part of Croatians from Bosnia). Islamic teachings did 

not make a difference between the confessional and the ethnic affiliation of the individual or 

of the group. As a theocratic state, in Ottoman Turkey all Muslims had privileged position, 

regardless of their ethnic background. The so called “Millet system” was in place, while 

Islam was identified less as a theological ideology, and more as something that is related to 

the Turkish authorities and the state. This is why Macedonians, and all other Balkan Slavs 

and non-Slavic people, that have accepted Islamic faith, for a long time thought that “to be a 

Muslim means to be a Turk”

1. The different ethnic affiliation did not play any role. A unifying element of the population 

of the Empire was Islam.  

When analyzing the term ethnic/national identity one has to take into account few 

regularities. First, the mechanisms through which the individual connects and identifies with 

a certain group or with the society in general should be identified. Since the 1970-ties the 

general examination of identities became quite trendy, especially the ones whose theoretical 

research focused or is still focused upon the ethnic group, i.e. the nation through culture of 

identities (that is, through cultural changes), as a social category. Thus, when it comes to 

nation and its definition, there are at least two concepts: the first one states that the nation 

stems from the ethnos/ethnic community, that is based upon kinship, mutual origin, language, 

culture and customs, and the other is the civic concept, a economic and political category, 

according to which a nation is a community of citizens that live in a mutual state. A nation 

according to this second definition consists of a number of ethnic communities and groups 

that live in a concrete state. This is the example of a number of European states, and 

especially of the USA. Not so long ago, the ethnic group was understood exclusively as a 
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term that is defined/manifested through tradition, collective memory on the mutual origin, 

mutual territory, language and relation, which presupposes a collective identity. There were 

no major problems to come up to this definition, since the collective versus personal identity 

was always extremely dominant. This presupposes an existence of a solid system of kinship 

present in traditional cultures, that according to their own concept did not allow public 

manifestation of distinctiveness. Today, there are attempts to study it and analyze it on 

another level, an individual one, manifested through personal feelings of the individual in 

society. The definition of ethnic/national identity as a historic category, mutually connected 

through static cultural categories (mutual origin, territory, language, customs, religion), that 

are in any case objective indications of certain affiliation, holds merit. However, today’s 

circumstances show that these are not always the right indicators of ethnic identity, 

considered in a wider sense of the term, as a contemporary category upon which cultural, 

historical and socio-political events are reflected. 

Quite often, when it comes to certain ethnic communities, besides these objective indicators, 

there are subjective ones, that especially during the last few decades are favored by science 

that deals with examining ethnic identity. These subjective indicators include personal 

feelings of the individual concerning his/her ethnic affiliation, i.e. his or her individual 

feeling regarding belongs to a certain community. In the analysis made focusing upon this, 

subjective level, the focus is put upon ethnic identity as a process of self-identification and 

identification by others. Self-identification depends on the individual, but also on the group to 

which he or she belongs.2 It can go deeper and be more precise, so that the person could have 

a double or triple identity, created upon ethic basis (tribal, ethnic/group, national, 

confessional), and at the same time all three could mark a realistic identity affiliation without 

being contrary to each other.3 Each of these individual identities is a scheme for socialization 

of the individual, through which one attains a capability for communication in the frames of 

the community, i.e. self-awareness on the origin, position and power of the individual and the 

group in a certain social context.4 At a local level, it is very important that the individual is 

accepted by the members of his or her group, as equal, since it is the place where he or he 

fulfills his/her basic needs. According to my belief, there are differences in the very approach 

towards the examination of ethnic identities, that is, one can separate notions that start from 

the individual, but also such that start from institutional level. This is how potential conflicts 

are created, that could be used for different purposes. 
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An almost equally important category is the identification that the individual attains on the 

side of a neighboring or a more distant group. Such a feeling of separation US/THEM in 

essence proves the different identity between people or the groups. For example, the 

population of the village of Vrbjani is not accepted by others form Gorna Reka (community 

to which they actually belong). This is why they were enforced to change their national 

costume, so that it differs from the one from Gorna Reka, an act through which they publicly 

manifested “otherness”.5 

As a conclusion, it is obvious that when it comes to defining ethnic/national identity one 

should have in mind both levels, the objective and the subjective ones, as well all other 

elements that influence the ultimate affiliation of the individual or of the group constituting a 

concrete ethnic identity. If any of these two levels or elements are completely or partially 

abstracted, then lesser or major deviations appear. It is very difficult, when it comes to ethnic 

identities, especially at the Balkans, to establish so called one-dimensional ethnic identities. If 

a researcher takes such a categorical attitude, he/she risks choosing a certain position, that 

will be applauded by one group, but strongly criticized by others in the frames of the same 

community. At a higher level, this becomes a politic (politicization) of an identity, that is 

easily recognizable at the Balkans. 

Ethnicity understood as an orientation towards national origin, religion or language, has 

become more intense during the last years. On the other side, ethnicity is a powerful model 

that includes feelings, opinions and behavior. The theory of ethnicity is constantly facing 

challenges of category attribution, according to which actors are being identified, or 

according to which they identify themselves, as well as with the problem of separation of a 

certain group that serves as a basis of dichotomization us/the,y and the one of fixing the 

identity symbols upon which the belief in common origin is based. According to Wallerstein, 

affiliation to a certain ethnic group is a subject of social definition, of the interaction between 

self-definition of its members and the definition given by other groups. This dialectic 

relationship between the outsider’s and insider’s definition of ethnic affiliation makes 

ethnicity a dynamic process that is always susceptible to re-definition and re-composition6. 

The former definition covers all processes of labeling a group from outside. 

When we use solely this definition, it pinpoints a situation in which certain identity is being 

attributed to communities that “at the same time are denied their right to define themselves”7. 
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Instead of the “static” understanding of ethnicity Barth offers a “dynamic” definition, that 

presupposes flexibility. According to him, ethnicity stems from actions and reactions among 

ethnic groups, inside the social organization that is constantly developing. This means that 

ethnic identity is formed and is changing through interaction between ethnic groups, and due 

to the processes of inclusion and exclusion that establish the limit between them. Barth 

emphasized that in the frames of these processes of social organization that continuously 

sustain the distinctions between different ethnic groups, “cultural features” that are taken into 

account do not present a sum of “objective” differences, but only those that are considered 

important by the actors themselves. Thus, certain existing differential elements of certain 

ethnic groups can, in a given period, change or lose their meaning, and give way to other 

features. In this sense, the same author emphasizes the importance of the choice of cultural 

contents, that a concrete ethnic community would accept as defining, marking ethnic 

boundaries between groups.8 Ethnic identity as a changeable feature is susceptible to different 

influences in time and space. During different historic periods the members of groups or 

communities (or parts of them) can partly or completely exchange one ethnic identity with 

another.9 

One of the most important factors in defining a certain ethnic identity is religious affiliation. 

In this context there are great differences between the individual feeling and the examination 

of ethnic identity at an institutional level. In a number of examples, especially at the Balkans, 

religion is one of the roots of ethnic differentiation and “a very important factor in making the 

decision for a public affiliation to a certain ethnic group”.10 Simon Enloe finds that religion is 

one of the roots of ethnic differentiation.11 It is a multi-layered social phenomenon, which has 

constantly changed over history, evolving and adjusting to every-day changes in society. In 

Macedonia, at a local level, a non-verbal ethnic symbol, for example Christian fate for the 

Poreche population (Western Macedonia), is an objective element for determining 

Macedonian ethnic identity, while for the neighbors from the village of Plasnica, Preglovo, 

Debreshte, their Muslim religion is a subjective element, through which during different 

periods, and at individual level, they ethnically declare themselves (in the censuses) as Turks, 

Albanians, Muslims, Macedonians, Macedonian-Muslims or others.12 This duality in relation 

to ethnic identity solely based upon religious affiliation, today leads to creation of 

preconditions for their politicization, that is realistically taking place. Thus, confessional 

affiliation as a determining factor in the formation of ethnic identity of the group or the 
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individual can lead to different results in the same conditions, depending on the feelings of 

the individual. In this way, the same cultural element presents an important ethnic symbol for 

the members of the group, while for the non-members it is an objectively existing ethnic 

element. An ethnic group that would live in a total isolation, no matter the reasons, 

unconscious of one’s own individuality, would not in fact have awareness for itself as a 

separate entity, and their members would not develop awareness for its ethnic identity. Due to 

these reasons, culture understood in the widest sense of the word is a key factor for analyzing 

cultural identities that are susceptible to different influences from “outside”. Although, 

according to Taylor, culture is a characteristic of all humans, it is also a characteristic of the 

“local” and of the “individual” living13, still “limitation in local frames in a way is an 

abstraction, since there is no pure local culture or culture of a separate social group (national 

or ethnic)”.14 Finally, we witness that the religious element could lead to formation of a new 

national identity, domination of an element that defines the separate character of a nation.  

This is especially valid if the community owns a concrete territory that is marked or defined 

in a form of a state, with a concrete name that is the source of the nation’s name, as well. 

Sometimes, through efforts to mark differences and to establish them as dominant, as in the 

case of religion, this means marginalizing essential elements, and going into extremes, 

“finding” elements according to which one tries to prove that the separateness is ancient, that 

religion is not the determining factor of the newly formed individuality, a phenomenon that is 

scientifically known as “late national romanticism”. This is the way in which religion 

becomes a tool of identification and mobilization.15 There are a number of examples in the 

world when members of one ethnic group or nation have different religious affiliation, due to 

historic evolution. If the state and the society in which the named nation that is religiously 

differentiated is stronger and more conscious concerning the connection at national level, 

living in such a state is not an obstacle. Obstacles appear in states that have weak societies 

and poorly developed nations, since then there are many possibilities for a negative reflection 

through religious conflicts, lack of interest about the others, that finally results with 

polarization of society and mutual lack of interest of the members of a nation that have 

different religious affiliation. This situation often leads to prescribing special rights to the 

group, which start from the level of cultural rights. However, later on this could lead to 

requests for territorial autonomy, that could further lead towards final territorial separation or 

becoming a part of another state. Another fact that should be taken into account is the one 

that nations are often originally (without taking into account contemporary migrations) 
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distributed in one, or in a number of neighboring states, while religions go beyond state 

borders and spread to other, near-by or distant regions, even to other continents. 

Having in mind the previous theoretical notions, it seems that it is relatively easy to explain 

the ethnic-national-cultural identity of Macedonians with Islamic affiliation today. Analysis 

made at a historical level are known, and things are almost clear in this sense. Partly under 

pressure, especially at the beginning of the process of Islamization of the Macedonian 

population, and afterwards as a result of the privileges that were offered for the transfer to 

Islamic religion, Macedonians, as well as parts of other Balkan nations, through decades 

started to lose the feeling of belonging to the same ethnic group as Macedonian Christians. 

Thus, a possibility was created to identify with other nations, that have also accepted Islam. 

This was a long and difficult process, that led towards distancing from the Macedonian ethnic 

core and towards partial Albanization or Turkization of the Macedonian population. In 

accordance to the theory of identities’ changeability depending on the categories “cultural 

time” and “cultural space”, certain analysis should be made on the situation of this population 

in contemporary context, on their feeling of affiliation(s). Surely, there were previous 

attempts to define phenomena related to their identity. However, it seems that a suitable 

ethnonym that they would accept has not been found. During the last thirty years, the term 

“Islamized Macedonians” was used. Starting from 1979, after the establishment of the 

Cultural and Scientific Gatherings of Macedonian-Muslims from the Republic of Macedonia, 

the term “Macedonian-Muslims” is used simultaneously.  During the period while these 

manifestations existed (up to the dissolution of Yugoslavia), they were held in the villages 

where Macedonians with Islamic faith lived, these events were very popular, and were 

accepted by the population as their “own”. There were exhibitions organized, poetry was red, 

folklore ensembles performed, and maybe most important of all was the sense of community 

manifested during these few days, among Macedonians from both religions – Christian and 

Muslims – since they lived their every-day lives in the same villages, and faced the same 

problems.  However, the term “Macedonian-Muslims” had a relatively limited use, mostly by 

researchers and the state structures, but not in the local community where they lived. $In fact, 

they were used by ‘others, while not by themselves. The dilemma was why only this ethnic 

community is described through a religious attribute, when this is not the case for other 

Macedonians.16 On the other side it is clear that the act of accepting Muslim faith did not 

introduce changes only in the religious sphere, but it influenced concrete cultural segments, 
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initiating certain cultural changes in every-day life. Through the centuries, members of this 

population were named by their closest neighbors with different exonyms, besides the fact 

that basically there were no major differences concerning the language and the general folk 

culture, especially in those parts that had no relation to confessional-religious rules of 

behavior. One of the many ethnic names of a local type, and most popular, is the exonym 

Torbesh. Basically, it refers to Islamized Macedonian population from Western and South-

Western Macedonia, that lives in few ethnographic areas at the Macedonian-Albanian border, 

as well as to part of the emigrated Islamized population (above all in Turkey, Istanbul, Izmir, 

Manisa, Bursa, but also in other countries).17 There are few explanations of the above 

mentioned term18 from a historical aspect, that are not covered by this article. Generally, the 

interest regarding the problem of this exhonym can be understood through articles on internet 

blogs, especially the web portals established exactly by the members of this cultural 

community19. It is evident that the relation towards this term in the sense of self-definition is 

changeable. In the frames of the field research conducted during the last 15 years in the 

villages of Strushki Drimkol (Labunishta, Podgorci and Oktisi), inhabited with Islamized 

Macedonian population, there are visible changes in self-definition in comparison to the 

1960-ties and the 1970-ties. Until the beginning of the last decade of the 20th century, the oral 

cultural history among the population was relatively easily accessible20, while today the 

access is almost impossible if one lacks a personal, private connection that would enable trust 

towards the researcher. In the past informants gave away their personal data, they were 

willing to be photographed, especially when it comes to folk costume. Today, only a few of 

them are ready to disclose their identity, or they prefer to stay anonymous. Taking 

photographs is also minimized, since they are afraid that their published photograph could 

harm them or their family. When it comes to the immigration of their ancestors to the villages 

of Strushki Drimkol, in the past the male population knew (and was ready to tell) the name of 

the village where their ancestors emigrated from, as well as the time and the reason for 

emigration21. However, today it is almost impossible to obtain this information. They now 

say that they have been here since time immemorial, and that they do not remember another 

previous place where their ancestors lived. 

According to the old tradition of ‘millet system’ at this territory, which identifies ethnic 

affiliation with confessional one, a part of Macedonians with Muslim religion in the latest 

censuses declare themselves Turks. This change is especially visible in urban environments. 
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The following event is quite illustrative when it comes to this transfer from one ethnic 

identity to another: 

. . . "I sat in a warm kitchen in Tetovo, listening to a 62-year old woman and her 74-year old 

husband engage in an agitated debate about her "Turkish" and his "Albanian" identity. In a 

perfect Istanbul accent, she proudly declared herself "the only Turk in this family" and „all of 

these people (her children) turned out to be Albanian“. Her husband mumbled under his 

breath, „Oh, sure you are Turkish. When I married you, your Torbesh (Muslim Macedonian) 

parents could not speak a word of Turkish!“ She snapped back „So when on earth did you 

become Albanian? You spoke Turkish all your life, and you still cannot put together two 

sentences in Albanian!“ To this, he roared back, shaking his finger at her furiously: But I 

have the Albanian soul! The Albanian soul got to me!“22 

Today, in the latest variant of using the old Millet tradition for political purposes, an equation 

sign is put between Islam, and not the Turkish, but Albanian nationality.23 The total political 

situation, when the political parties of Albanians in Macedonia, desiring to gain votes, put 

pressure upon “the other” Muslims (especially from the village of Labunishta, where a major 

part of the population has declared itself Albanian, although there have never been ethnic 

Albanians in that area before), aiming to “turn” their identity into an Albanian one. Thus, 

according to Arben Xhaferi (the late ex-president of the Democratic Party of the Albanians), 

Macedonian Muslims are a political fantasy, and the identity of the Torbesh should not be 

found in history and in the tradition, but in the political attempts of ex-state leaders to soften 

the Albanian issue on the territory of ex-Yugoslavia24. The politicization of the Torbesh 

during the last ten years has been institutionalized, through the Party for European Future 

(formed in 2006)25, better known as the Party of Torbesh. The president of this party, who is 

the main initiator for its formation, Fijat Canoski, was at the same time a deputy in the 

Macedonian Assembly.26 Although in the political program of this party, published in 

Macedonian, Albanian and Turkish, the party states that it will equally represent the interests 

of all cultural and ethnic communities in Macedonia, it is evident that its primary aim is to 

represent the interests of the Islamized Macedonian population – Torbesh. It says: “…in the 

regions of Struga, Ohrid, Drimkol, Debar, Zupa, Reka, Kichevo area, Gostivar area, Gora and 

Skopje area there are ‘forgotten’ citizens for whom time has stopped in the 19th century…”. 

Since the state has forgotten them, while “…the parties from the Macedonian political block 

have distanced themselves, and have discarded us due to our religious difference, the parties 
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from the Albanian and the Turkish block are discarding us due to the language that we 

speak…”, they were forced to establish a political party that would take care of the need of 

the Torbesh population. The President, declaring himself a Torbesh, puts efforts in promoting 

the exonym as an ethnic name, that would be used among the Torbesh population in the local 

communities where it lives. However, not all Macedonian-Muslim communities, and not all 

Islamized Macedonians accept this term. Many of them, especially the ones that have 

obtained higher education, clearly accept their Macedonian ethnic identity, but at the same 

time, are equally aware of their Islamic confessional affiliation. Gellner is right when he says 

that “…the education of man is his most precious investment, and it provides him his 

identity”27. The population of Gora is especially against this ethnic name, since besides the 

individual feeling of ethnic identity which may differ (Macedonian, Serbian, Bosnian, 

Muslims), they have created their own Goran identity, Goranci, and as they say “they do not 

have the need to become Torbesh now”. On the other hand, they do not have the support of 

the Association of Macedonians with Islamic faith, and they find the attempt for separation 

from the Macedonian nation due to different religion offensive. This Association has in a 

number of cases reacted through public media, expressing their dissatisfaction, asking the 

Government institutions to scorn the denationalization program of the Party of the Torbesh.28 

The background for this reaction is the request of this party that the Torbesh should be a 

separate ethnic group, that would enable them to have more Parliamentarians in the 

Macedonian Assembly. “…Torbesh are neither Turks, Albanians, nor Macedonian-Muslims, 

they are a separate ethnic and cultural community, and as such should enter the Constitution 

of the Republic of Macedonia”.29 The situation when one state marginalizes some of the 

distinctive cultural communities can lead towards certain separation of these communities, so 

that they “forget” that they are a part of the national community, which can be noted by the 

current formation of a “new” identity of the Torbesh, that is not based upon ethnic, but upon 

political and social identities, something that Anderson calls “imagined community”30, and 

according to Gellner this type of communities slowly dissolute since they lose their cultural 

features.31 None of those who negate the Macedonian identity of the Torbesh quotes 

scientific, expert arguments that would explain the (non)affiliation towards another ethnic or 

cultural community. However, even today, only a part of the Torbesh population is related to 

this party, and they do not feel as completely their own. The opinion characteristic for all 

parties dominates: that through it someone wants to profit individually, and not to make life 

better for the Torbesh from the rural Western Macedonia.  
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*** 

Although according to the prognosis of a number of theoreticians, the influence of religion in 

contemporary post-industrial society will be weaker until its complete disappearance (Emil 

Durkheim, Max Weber), the role of the religion in all aspects of life, in all sectors, is 

significant and often even crucial for the changes that happen in different societies. The 

secularization that took place until the end of the 20th century today is completely replaced 

with global revitalization of religion. All research that has been conducted in contemporary 

societies, and concerns religion, speaks in favor of this argument. The strong position of 

religions is characteristic not only for the post-socialistic states where the public 

manifestation of religion has not been promoted (if not forbidden)32, but also in societies 

where there is a continuity of public religious manifestation. Surely this desecularization 

includes changed cultural functions of religion, that often leads to the so called politicization 

of religion (i.e. of the Church). A relatively close relation between the ethnic and the religious 

identity takes place, where religion is a tool for strengthening ethnic identity. In almost all of 

the ex-Yugoslav republics, which are now independent states, this example is highly visible.  

As well as the consequences thereof. 

Finally, the statement that the personal and the collective identity are two sides of the same 

process of the maturation of every human33, can refer both to the religious identity of the 

individual, or of the community of any kind. 
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