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Abstract: The article outlines the problem fields generated by hate speech and that are 

relevant for social health, the social order, security and ethics. The author explains what hate 

speech is and analyses hatred as a morbid condition of the mind.                                                      

The article looks for a source of counteraction to hatred in relevant socio-cultural 

containment and normative regulations; the context of the discussion here are the following 

dilemmas: 

1. To restrict or not to restrict defamation of otherness; 

2. The prohibition on free expression undermines or does not undermine the democratic 

legitimacy. 

Hate speech in politics and the media is defined as “hostile therapy”. This is a 

counterproductive kind of therapy that does not heal but aggravates the ailment; as a result, 

various phobias arise. Fears usually appear where knowledge is lacking. The lack of 

knowledge leads to ignorance that obfuscates certain parts of reality, making them opaque in 

a way that creates a fertile basis for manipulation.                                                           
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Hatred, Fear, and Something More  

When an assembly line worker makes a fault at his job, this may result in a defective 

product, but when a banker or politician makes a mistake, this may have consequences for 

thousands of other people. To err is human, so long as it is not done on purpose. And while 

those who are truly to blame are untouchable, immigrants and minorities are always at hand. 

They can always be to blame for something. The better-educated Europeans are inclined to 

value cultural diversity and to understand the economic advantages of immigration for 

Europe, a continent whose nations have a long life duration and low birth rate. The less-
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educated Europeans are of a different opinion. Especially under conditions of growing 

unemployment that followed the world financial crisis, they perceive immigrants as rivals for 

their jobs and social privileges. Regrettably, the rule has been confirmed that the mean 

intelligence quotient of a crowd of people is equal to that of the most stupid individuals in it.  

Populist, xenophobic and anti-Islamist political parties are already represented in the 

legislative branch in most countries, from Belgium, Holland, Italy, Finland, to Sweden, 

Switzerland and... Bulgaria. This is the greatest change to have taken place in the political 

landscape of Europe after the collapse of Communism in the early 1990s. The extreme right 

is unable to win a full majority in the parliamentary elections in any European country, but in 

many countries it has become a force to be reckoned with. Now is the time to recall what 

happened 82 years ago, when Europe was crushed by fear and hatred. At that time, this 

continent was shaken by an economic crisis. Everyone, politicians and ordinary people alike, 

was seeking stability, and they wanted to find out who was to blame for the situation. 

Nationalism was on the rise, and tolerance and democracy were on the decline.  One 

particular Austrian was prepared to satisfy people’s expectations – to stabilize the German 

economy at the cost of enormous loans and at the same time to find a scapegoat for popular 

anger. He was able to combine the two tasks by borrowing money from the people he would 

later subject to genocide.  

(http://www.darikfinance.bg/novini/59551/%CE%EC%F0%E0%E7%E0,+%EA%F0%E8%E

7%E0+%E8+%F0%E0%E7%F0%F3%F8%E5%ED%E8%E5) 

Both in Europe and in the Balkans 

Following the terrorist attack against the French satirical weekly magazine Charlie 

Hebdo, various dividing lines emerged in European societies. The millions of people who 

took part in the demonstration in Paris showed their commitment, but the debates that took 

place in different European countries indicated that the general concept of European values is 

seen differently by different religious communities, social, academic and ideological groups. 

Bizarre coalitions appeared between right-wing conservatives and left-wing progressives, 

who, using different arguments, emphasized the question of the offensiveness, moral 

inadmissibility and even the racist stereotypes that the cartoons contained. It appears that the 

dividing lines are more than the usual ones that separate different religions and ideologies. 

The distinct questions, once again, are: Can religions be held under the control of the secular 

state, and by what means? Is the European secular model threatened and where does the 
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threat come from? What are the enemies of the secular state? Can fanaticism and passionate 

religiosity be restrained without oppressing religions as such? Does freedom of speech, 

including its particular form as freedom of hate speech, a threat to the community ties in 

society and to the health of society? Is a society in which hostile speech generates fear and 

distrust of others a sick society? These numerous questions are given a variety of sometimes 

contradictory answers. Still, it is necessary to reflect on the issues.   

In the Balkans, where people live with history more than with literature, life has 

shown that people tend to reach for their guns more often than for their pens. There is a very 

fragile borderline separating the dust raised by hateful words from the spark of ethnic and/or 

religious intolerance. There can hardly be any boundary so easy to cross as that between 

tolerance and hostility. Especially if hatred has a religious background. St. Augustine wrote, 

“When people begin a war, God is the first casualty”.  

Many crimes are incited by hatred. In times of economic, social and other crises 

(including war), it is a frequent practice to manipulate the population into hating the others, 

those who are different. Hatred is aimed at people who are outsiders or belong to different 

groups from ours. This is xenophobia. The others, the different, the strangers, are the target of 

negative qualifications, perceptions and identifications (Dimitrov 2014). 

According to the definition of the Council of Europe, hate speech includes “all forms 

of expression which spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-

Semitism or other forms of hatred based on intolerance, including intolerance expressed by 

aggressive nationalism and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility towards minorities, 

migrants and people of immigrant origin”. Hatred may be aimed at a specific race, religion, 

gender, sexual orientation, physical disability, ethnic group, citizenship, etc.   

(http://bg.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9E%D0%BC%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B7%D0%B0). 

What is the situation in Bulgaria? Concerning the wave of refugees coming into the 

country, public statements were made in which the refugees from Syria were described as 

cannibals, criminals, mass murderers and/or Islamic fundamentalists fleeing justice. A survey 

conducted for the Association of European Journalists showed that in 8439 online 

publications, the keywords equated refugee with threat, disease, danger.    
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News on a Sunday (the Bulgarian case) 

 At Georgi Asparuhov Stadium, a football match was played under an 

enormous banner stating “Death to the Refugees”.   

 At the same time, people dressed in black marched through the centre of Sofia 

chanting “Bulgaria for the Bulgarians. Out with the refugees”.   

 In Bus Number 72, a black man was getting off at his stop when a group of 

young people attacked him. He had to rush back into the bus to escape them. 

Simply because he was of a different complexion.   

 A father and son of Roma origin were walking in the area of the National 

Palace of Culture. A group of youths attacked and beat them. Simply because 

father and son were of a different complexion.   

 The evening TV news showed “patriots” in white shirts who demanded that 

“measures be taken against the refugees”. They were not demanding that the 

police ensure safety in the streets and arrest all criminal offenders. They were 

only demanding that the state run out those who are different. As for 

Bulgarians, they may safely walk around armed with knives: they are our own 

people after all...   

 An MP from the party Ataka, speaking in the parliament, called the refugees, 

“murderers”, “terrorists”, “Jihadists”.  

Instead of a conclusion: If your skin is of a different colour, then expect to be beaten! 

If you come from a foreign country, then go right back to where you came from! You are 

either a traitor to your country or a fundamentalist! You are of a different opinion? – well, my 

counter-opinion is that you have no right to a different opinion! You have chosen to protest in 

your own way? Well, don’t count on it: I will charge in and will kick you until you stop 

protesting! (http://librev.com/2013-03-30-08-56-39/prospects/bulgaria/2220-2013-11-04-11-

20-59#!/ccomment-comment=17105) 

Hate Speech and Civil Society (the Bulgarian Case) 

Every second Bulgarian has witnessed hate speech against ethnic, religious or other 

minorities. And 64% of those who have encountered this phenomenon are daily exposed to 

this type of violation of human rights. The media, the family, and the circle of friends are the 

basic sources of messages of hatred and intolerance to different social groups. These are the 
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findings of a survey conducted by the Open Society Foundation and announced on November 

28, 2013 at the conference on Hate Speech and Civil Society.  

The growing wave of incoming asylum-seekers has enhanced the aggressiveness and 

intolerance of speech. Lately, refugees are a target of this kind of rhetoric but not the only 

one. According to data presented at the conference, the most frequent object of hate speech 

are the Roma (90%), ethnic Turks (58%) and homosexuals (38%). Slightly less than half the 

respondents said they never use hate speech; respondents indicated that the main speakers of 

the language of hate are politicians (70%), journalists (30%) and the family and friends 

(28%). 17 percent of the respondents had heard statements that qualified violence against 

members of minorities as more acceptable and justified than that against Bulgarians. Of the 

various media, television is the one that serves as the main source of hate speech according to 

75% of the respondents. This does not signify that hate speech occurs most frequently there 

but that the intensity of its message is greatest. People living in the capital city and the large 

cities are much more inclined to report about violations related to hate speech.  Older people, 

people with lower income, and those living in smaller cities tend to consider to a much lesser 

degree that hate speech is a crime. Eight out of ten respondents does not approve the use of 

hate speech in public places, while 58% would like the state authorities to support policies 

against hate speech. Asked whether the prosecutor’s office and other authorities should 

prosecute politicians and journalists who use hate speech, 66 % of the respondents answered 

affirmatively. 

Legal norms 

The standpoint and practice of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) is very 

clear: to advocate, inculcate and incite hatred or hostility based on race, nationality, ethnicity 

or religious affiliation is excluded from the protection of Art. 10 of the European Convention 

on Human Rights (ECHR) regarding freedom of expression. The Court rules that the 

sanctions and measures undertaken by respective countries against political parties and 

organizations that incite to hatred and intolerance are necessary and justified, and do not 

violate the rights protected under Art. 10.  

Art. 44, paragraph 3 of the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria stipulates: “The 

organization/s activity shall not be contrary to the country's sovereignty and national 

integrity, or the unity of the nation, nor shall it incite racial, national, ethnic or religious 



enmity or an encroachment on the rights and freedoms of citizens; no organization shall 

establish clandestine or paramilitary structures or shall seek to attain its aims through 

violence”. 

  International law has defined the concept of “tolerance”, specifically in the 

Declaration of Principles on Tolerance adopted by Resolution 5.61 at the UNESCO 

conference on November 16, 1995. This resolution has a primarily political and moral 

significance but it is nevertheless important for modern society, having been adopted by a 

world international and intergovernmental organization. Art 1, par. 1 of the Declaration 

states: “Tolerance is respect, acceptance and appreciation of the rich diversity of our world's 

cultures, our forms of expression and ways of being human. It is fostered by knowledge, 

openness, communication and freedom of thought, conscience and belief. Tolerance is 

harmony in difference. It is not only a moral duty, it is also a political and legal requirement. 

Tolerance, the virtue that makes peace possible, contributes to the replacement of the culture 

of war by a culture of peace”. Paragraph 2 of that article defines:  “Tolerance is not 

concession, condescension or indulgence. Tolerance is, above all, an active attitude prompted 

by recognition of the universal human rights and fundamental freedoms of others. In no 

circumstance can it be used to justify infringements of these fundamental values. Tolerance is 

to be exercised by individuals, groups and States.”  And the next paragraph states: "Tolerance 

is the responsibility that upholds human rights, pluralism (including cultural pluralism), 

democracy and the rule of law. It involves the rejection of dogmatism and absolutism and 

affirms the standards set out in international human rights instruments.” (Art. 1, par. 3 of the 

Declaration).  

Art. 37, par. 2 of the Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria states: “The freedom of 

conscience and religion shall not be practised to the detriment of national security, public 

order, public health and morals, or of the rights and freedoms of others”.  Hence the freedom 

of religion and religious views can be limited if necessary. Such a constraint is admissible 

under the universal and regional international treaties to which Bulgaria is a party and which, 

according to Art. 5, par. 4 of the Constitution, are “part of the domestic law of the land. Any 

such treaty shall take priority over any conflicting standards of domestic legislation”. 

We should particularly point out the provision of Art. 18, par. 3 of the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) as well as Art. 9, par. 2 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights. The Human Rights Committee has adopted  General Comment 



№ 22(48) regarding Art. 18 of the Covenant, which is repeated in the UN document 

HRI/GEN/1/ Rev.5. This Comment explicitly discusses the restrictions on freedom of religion 

or belief. Specifically, Point 8 states that “Article 18.3 permits restrictions on the freedom to 

manifest religion or belief only if limitations are prescribed by law and are necessary to 

protect public safety, order, health or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of 

others”.  This restriction is admissible only if two preconditions are cumulatively present: 1. 

if it is based on a law, and 2. if it is necessary for the protection of public safety, order, health 

or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. 

Counteraction to Hatred 

 “Language is the house of Being”, said the German philosopher Martin Heidegger. 

Speech is a mechanism for production of meaning. In fact, speech produces the meaning of 

our lives. The world we live in is as meaningful as we make it through the language we use. 

That is why the media environment is so important. Public speech, which can have a strong 

influence on society and on the production of the social meaning of our world, carries great 

responsibility. Freedom of belief provides the freedom to speak publicly, but it is 

impermissible to offend the dignity of the people about whom one is talking. The opposite of 

hostile speech is integrating speech. The latter integrates differences into a common 

community. The opposite of hostile speech is not tolerant speech, which is simply a general 

norm. Since hostile speech is an active verbal strategy that intends to achieve something, it 

should be countered by a different active verbal strategy – integrating speech. Tolerance 

should become an internalized value. Instead, we resort to “hostility as therapy”. When you 

have a problem you cannot solve, you construct an enemy and lay the blame on him. But this 

does not solve your problem. This is a kind of therapy that makes the problem insolvable by 

only increasing it.  

When one part of public space is regulated and another part is not, that unregulated 

part becomes very easy to sell. The asymmetry between the two makes regulation pointless to 

a great extent. In the case of hostile speech, the media that permit it are penalized under the 

Bulgarian Radio and Television Act. There is no doubt that the main source of hostile speech 

is politicians. It is the duty of the media to present politicians with their values, and then the 

media are penalized instead of the politicians. When a politician talks offensively about 

people who are different, from the viewpoint of the Radio and Television Act he/she should 

not be given a forum at which to speak. But in terms of the right to information, his/her 



speech must reach the audience so that the latter may judge whether or not to vote for that 

person, especially in the context of an election campaign. The Radio and Television Act 

cannot serve to discipline political speech. And such regulation is greatly necessary both for 

politicians and for society (Discussion, club Obektiv 2013).  

Instead of a conclusion: The lack of values (and hence of meaning) undermines the 

immunity of the social system, and the viruses of fear and hatred raise the temperature of 

intolerance towards otherness and difference; they weaken the social organism by making it 

susceptible to intolerance and to aggressive populist manipulation on the part of politicians. 

Television programmes give wide coverage of mothers who do not want their children 

to go to schools together with Roma children. The newspapers daily inform readers that the 

Roma are inclined to theft, how contagious the refugees are, how dangerous the Muslims are. 

So far no prosecutor has taken interest in politicians who incite hatred. Nor have any 

politicians expressed indignation at the behaviour of their colleagues. Most media look upon 

such speech as an expression of a different opinion, not a crime. And why should they 

consider this a crime, when state institutions fail to penalize them?!  

All these overlooked cases are safety fuses that have not blown. A fuse serves as a protector. 

When it fails to react, the problem reaches the centre and things become really bad. What are 

the fuses I am referring to? They range from football clubs to the media, to teachers and to 

parents. That means all of us, but especially the politicians and the institutions that fail to do 

their job. There are so many fuses that need to be replaced! (Bedrov 2014). 

Magistrates are the category that undergoes specialized training in European law least 

of all Bulgarian officials, according to data of the EU Information Board in the field of justice 

for 2015. Perhaps this explains why hate crimes are not investigated adequately in Bulgaria.  

Bulgaria must investigate and prosecute hate crimes in order to put an end to the 

instigation of fear. The failure of the state to do this fosters fear, discrimination and 

ultimately violence. Even though legislation that permits legal indictment of hate crimes 

related to racism and xenophobia does exist in Bulgaria, in the majority of cases the 

authorities fail to investigate such violations, as pointed out in the Amnesty International 

Report presented at the BTA National Press Club (09.02.2015). The report also states that, in 

Bulgaria, victims of hate crimes are not provided access to justice due to the refusal of 

investigators and prosecutors to identify discriminatory motives in these cases. Usually, such 



crimes are classified as cases of hooliganism. People subjected to violence do not receive 

legal support. That is why in most cases the victims refrain from reporting to the police. 

(http://novinite.bg/article_print.php?id=87644). 

Instead of a conclusion: The state should create favorable conditions for the respect 

for, and application of, European and Bulgarian laws in all their dimensions and details; using 

the resources of education, dialogue and tolerance, it should stimulate the integration of 

others, of groups that are different (Bosakov 2019).  
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