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In 2025, the publication of a two-volume work by the ethnologists Maria Ivanova and Elya Tzaneva, Kinship and Its Institutions in Bulgarian Pre-Industrial Culture, was completed by Prof. Marin Drinov Academic Publishing House. The work is divided into two volumes: Vol. 1. Ethnology of Kinship. Institutions of Blood and Marital Kinship (408 pages and 30 archival photographs); Vol. 2. Institutions of Fictitious and Ritual Kinship. Towards a Sociocultural Characterisation of Kinship (520 pages and 30 archival photographs); reference apparatus for both volumes and biobibliographical information about the authors in Vol. 2; hard covers with a photograph on the front and a review text on the back cover of each volume.

As a whole, this two-volume study of Bulgarian traditional kinship intends to present a comprehensive picture of its broad thematic, problematic, descriptive, and analytical scope, as well as to highlight its static and, as far as possible, dynamic aspects, mainly for the period from the end of the 18th c. to the early decades of the 20th c. The exposition aims to collect and present the achievements on Bulgarian kinship over the centuries, to explain, understand, and evaluate them in view of the present and future development of this fundamental anthropological theme. In addition, it undertakes to express a reasoned opinion on a number of conceptual issues in ethnology and in the humanities and social sciences, which are contested in our time in view of their relation to kinship studies, such as: the relationship between the ethnic and national syndromes in contemporary theoretical debate; the relationship between tradition, society, and culture, between the change of cultural phenomena over time as an evolutionary process and the interests of the historical moment; the ethno-specificities of kinship as a local and regional feature in comparison with universal and global models; as well as a number of technological issues. The recommendations made by contemporary Western science regarding the study of Balkan and Bulgarian kinship are discussed in detail, as are attempts to rethink traditional Bulgarian scientific theories and terms, and the search for balance between different lines of thought and schools of thought is presented as a scientific requirement. The authors’ intention is to present Bulgarian material widely on the scientific scene for global comparison and analysis, as they hope that summarised presentations such as the one offered are at least a small step towards a common theory of kinship, which requires comparative analysis and cross-cultural comparability of its institutions and for which each new study is a further motive.

After presenting the general scientific methodology of kinship, its main types are reconstructed and analyzed in detail: blood and marital kinship (in Vol. 1), fictitious and ritual kinship (in Vol. 2), represented by their basic institutions: in blood kinship – the Bulgarian family, in matchmaking relationships – the traditional wedding, in adoption, in brotherhood, in godparenthood, with their local variants. Placing them in the context of Bulgarian social development justifies the proposed rethinking in the book of the so-called „traditional culture” as „post-traditional” and „pre-industrial.”
Both are theoretically based on ethnocultural, ethnohistorical, and ethnosociological scientific options and are compositionally, structurally, and conceptually interrelated. The analytical line in Vol. 1 follows the marital exchange of patrilineal female relatives, with its peculiarities in Bulgarian culture during the pagan and Christian periods highlighted as „triggers” and impulses for the emergence of different types of kinship. According to the authors, the latter develop to fill the social niches emptied by the replacement of the direct (in paganism) with the indirect (according to Christian canon) exchange of women as possible marriage partners, thus expanding the exogamous kinship circle and reducing the number of potential relatives – роднини, рода, род, for individuals and communities in need of help and support.

The relevant forms of non-biological kinship are the subject of Vol. 2 of the monograph. It focuses on several basic types of kinship that occupy an important place in traditional Bulgarian culture but are not based on blood or marital ties, even though they derive from and are commensurate with them – the ties of non-biological or non-blood kinship. Each of the three chapters is devoted to a kinship institution that is included for the first time in the overall picture of kinship relations among Bulgarians: adoption as a fictitious kinship, brotherhood, and godparenthood/godfatherhood as a ritual. The picture of these institutions has been reconstructed using the most complete set of sources possible: primary sources, literature, and archival field data from several repositories. Each institution mentioned is shown as relatively independent, with its own internal organisation, built of hierarchically subordinate kinship groups, but all together they form a unified social structure.

The authors emphasise the cultural continuity of all types of kinship as a centuries-old process based on customary law and ‘spilt over’ into some types of kinship in legal dependence during the constitution of church and state institutions. According to them, the ideological line of this work is the correlation and unity between the patrilineal (blood kinship) and matchmaking (marital) institutions, the incorporation of godparenthood into the patrilineal institution, and the creation of compensatory, corrective, and complementary mechanisms in the kinship system, such as adoption and brotherhood. The comparability of fictitious and ritual kinship is demonstrated primarily with the formats of blood kinship. According to the study, the technological line or mechanisms through which these formats are constructed are seen as stemming from the wedding ritual and matchmaking. The concluding fourth chapter of  Vol. 2 study summarises the conclusions made in the course of the analysis and outlines the sociocultural characteristics of kinship as a whole. It is noted that the parameters of interaction between the types of kinship play a key role in maintaining individual and community identity in pre-industrial culture.

The two-volume exposition presents Bulgarian traditional kinship in its entirety as a social institution with high communicative potential for creating relationships and connections. Moreover, as a system of functional roles and manifestations, kinship in traditional Bulgarian society has the meaning of a capital characteristic and social investment, which, to a large extent, is transferred and continues to live on in the modern era and in contemporary times. This continuity is conditioned and realised by the loyalties and values inherent in the kinship institutions of the Bulgarians.

It is precisely this approach to kinship through the mechanisms of values, attitudes, and loyalties derived from the rituals involved that constitutes a highly creative and innovative line of research. Colleagues from Slavic research institutes outside Bulgaria, as well as those from other academic, social and humanities departments at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, have made significant achievements in applying it to their own specific material. However, the analytical presentation and commentary on kinship relations in the book about a cultural environment that has long since ceased to exist in its full form is groundbreaking and extremely progressive.

The reliance on the idea of common origin and ancestry, expressed in numerous practices from pre-industrial culture (forms of ancestor worship in all areas of the ritual; permanent revitalization of ancestral memory in everyday culture; turning to ancestors for help and protection in cases of personal and collective crises) is based on the importance of biological and social parenthood/kinship and its consequences. The idea of kinship expands this system of social relations by creating mental images and abstract concepts that become elements of the worldview, as well as by complementing the attributed kinship structures from the non-biological sphere.

Different types of kinship relations manifest in various roles within social affiliation; for example, the philosophy and mechanisms of adoption present it as perhaps the most value-laden practice and institution, whose function is to correct and compensate for social deficits. Also, to respond to and implement culturally created and deeply and permanently embedded in individuals and groups’ moral human values, the observance of which is assumed as a personal and collective (of the family and kinship community) obligation. The axiology of godparenthood, on the other hand, presents it as a hereditary institution in which kinship in the group of godchildren (кумци) is transmitted through the paternal (male) direct line of kinship, while in the group of godparents (кумове), through the male and female lines. It is also distinguished by the value of its irreversible character, as the two groups of relatives are not allowed to exchange places in the traditional kinship structure. Finally, ritual brotherhood in pre-industrial culture is characterised by a marked solidaristic exchange of social statuses between individuals and manifests itself as a charitable-patronage institution. It manifests itself in the symmetrical bonds of friendship and loyalty (dominant in Bulgarian pre-modern culture) when it is between status-equals, and those of asymmetry, such as patronage and clientelism, when between status-different persons.

It is precisely the innovative application of the axiological approach to Bulgarian traditional kinship and its testing on unique material, researched in detail and with precision, collected and presented to the reader with a high degree of scientific conceptualization, that allows the conclusion of the work to be formulated and expressed in a groundbreaking, yet reliable and convincing manner: „Bulgarian traditional kinship in its entirety is a social institution with high communicative potential for creating relationships and connections... Precisely as a social institution, the functional characteristic of kinship in the segments examined in this two-volume text: blood, marital, fictitious, and ritual, boils down to expanding and supplementing the social structure in its needy and vulnerable areas, achieved through the specific integration of the kinship community into the demographic mass of Bulgarians in the 19th century and in overcoming the social challenges of their dynamic pre-industrial era.”
With its originality and indisputable qualities of authorial thought and writing, this two-volume work is a book that deserves a prominent place in contemporary academic and public discourse.
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