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ETHNO-RELIGIOUS EXPRESSIONS OF OTHERNESS                             

(CHALLENGES AND RESPONSES) 

B.  A possible perspective on the field and its theory 

MODULE 1. Problems of integration of religious otherness 

The trends widely designated as features of globalization generate resistance that is 

increasingly based on the effort to maintain the identity of cultural traditions. In this 

connection, religious affiliation becomes one of the cores of meaning in the efforts to form a 

separate identity within the global debate on the quality of human development.  A 

fundamental boundary marking the attitude toward Islam in Bulgaria, and the sustainability of 

one’s religious identity, is defined by power. The attitude toward the religion of others is 

mediated through the problem of power. This has been indicated by all social surveys seeking 

arguments for interpretation that transcends the two-dimensional picture of the socially 

desired self-definitions of the concept of tolerance.  This is the territory par excellence of 

tolerance in terms of a tense closure and lack of access to power resources that would allow 

neutralizing that which is tolerated.  We could not refer to the fundamental difference of 

another religion without affirming the grounds of our own. How is the full integration of a 

religious community like the Islamic one into modern Bulgarian society possible? This is the 

basic question addressed by this study.  

The two main aspects in which we interpret the Islamic community (Ummah) is the 

existing representation of a community of people confessing Islam, and the specific nature 

of interconnectedness and affiliation between the faithful. This is more than a human 

community – it is an environment, a unique set of spiritual values and material objects 

created by the faithful. The only scale at which the Islamic community can be regarded is 

the “House of Islam”, and the relationships in that home are regulated by Sharia law. 

In this specific spiritual and political space Muslims are a majority, while the 

people of a different faith living among them are obliged to accept and follow established 



norms of behaviour. Wherever he or she might be, a Muslim should have a sense of 

belonging to the Ummah, regardless of his/her concrete national, regional, local affiliations 

or engagements. The Ummah has an exceptional, divinely ordained mission to ensure for 

the faithful an unswerving, predictable and constant rhythm of observance of religious 

prescriptions. 

Significant changes have taken place in traditional Bulgarian Islam. One of the 

basic actors of these changes at present are the young Muslims who are now still in high 

school or university. They are the future spiritual elite of the Muslim community in 

Bulgaria and will contribute to the formation and consolidation of new dimensions and 

dynamics in the process of integration. The attitudes and standpoints of these young 

people, the values they uphold, will to a great degree define the direction that the process 

of integration of religious communities takes in the secular democratic political model. 

That is why part of the research efforts for understanding the integration problem of the 

Islamic community in modern Bulgarian society should be increasingly focused on 

analyzing the representations, reasons and arguments of the spiritual and intellectual elite 

of the Muslim community in Bulgaria.  

The so-called folk Islam in our country is being subjected to a fundamental 

rethinking in the context of modern democratic development and under the impact of 

contradictory phenomena that we define as a new Islamic culture and that reflect the effort 

to construct a specific Islamic modernity. Together with this, we share the view that the 

Muslim community in our country is singular only in the perceptions of non-Muslims. The 

internal differentiation and fragmentation in the life world of present-day Islam is a fact of 

fundamental importance that must not be underestimated. That is precisely why the focus 

of research is, among other things, the internal heterogeneity in what is perceived to be the 

unified impact of religious education in the Muslim milieu.  

The basic themes that structure our research in this direction have been centred on 

the distances existing between the interpretation of democratic civic and secular values on 

one hand, and obedience to the religious canon on the other. The social realities underlying 

attitudes towards Islam in Bulgaria are the reference point for attempting to formulate new 

questions and hypotheses that reflect the dynamic reality of relationships between different 

religious communities.  



The analysis indicates that the scope of declared tolerance is much greater than it 

seemed to be in the past, or, at least, that our striving to distinguish stable processes of 

social integration with respect to cultural development have diminished the critical attitude 

towards some of the obtained results. There is no reason to presume there has been a 

qualitative change in the level of knowledge about the religious foundations of the Other. 

Over a comparatively long period of time (during the past twenty years at least) the 

importance of spatial proximity in the everyday reality of cultural variety has remained the 

same. The boundaries of real dialogue and tolerance remain strongly dependent on the 

direct shared experience in life and society of individuals from different ethnic-religious 

groups. Hence the attitude towards Islam in Bulgaria confronts us with a far more 

important issue – that of the limits to which the fear of what is different can be 

surmounted. Are there reasons to believe there is a new Islamic culture in Bulgaria, or is 

this rather a question of a specific kind of religious modernization that retains the 

fundamental postulates of the faith while shifting them into a new social context and 

building a space of dialogue with the democratic values currently being established in 

Bulgarian society? 

The first level at which we may construct arguments for the formulation of new 

research questions is connected to the specific dimensions of the desecularization process, 

as discussed by Peter Berger. In this sense, is it possible to assume that religious faith is 

able once again to reintegrate the everyday representations of people regarding the 

significance of their difference with regard to the others ? Is it possible that the post-

modern situation will form a new need for belonging in terms of the total identification 

framework of religion? And if so, how is the representation of religious difference 

constructed ? What levels of commensurability or opposition are being articulated with 

respect to the religiousness of the Other? 

Beyond the abstract dimensions of interaction between different religious systems, 

new challenges arise for researchers of the field of religiously reconstructed social reality 

of neighbourhood. Assuming that the level of shared, immediate social experience is 

correlated with higher tolerance towards religious difference, how true is it that the absence 

of tolerance will always provoke higher levels of conflict and non-recognition of the right 

of the Other to be different? In other words, if the spatial and social differences are in 

direct proportion to each other, can we assume that it is possible to achieve a shared 

perspective on the right of equality of what pertains to the Other even when it is not part of 



the everyday life of people? Hence, can the declared tolerance continue to be a substitute 

basis for building a set of shared cultural values? 

 In the context of present-day Bulgarian reality, do we have reason to claim that 

specifically religious distances and tensions are arising, or are we witnessing a fervid 

loyalty to religious dogma as a means for compensating for the long period of declared and 

militant atheism? Even more concretely, would Islam be such a problem for Bulgarian 

society if it were not negatively linked to a dramatic part of Bulgarian history? May we 

expect that rejection and disregard for the right of existence of a different religious doctrine 

would exist in the same degree towards other world religions, such as Buddhism for 

instance? Is this a matter of attitude toward a different religion or a complex set of ascribed 

characteristics, a kind of attributive identity of every cultural difference, perceived as 

favored or legitimized through unequal access to power or other deficit resources?  

With time research is clearly confirming the hypothesis that the attitude towards 

ethnic and, even more so, religious difference is mediated and defined to a great degree by 

the problem of power. Concrete cases taken from the Bulgarian political environment, 

commented and analyzed in the last part of this study, prove the high degree of connection 

and mutual dependence between the forms and intensity of religious separation on one 

hand and access to power resources on the other. That is why every attempt at taking a 

partisan approach to the problem or using it for short-term political aims, essentially 

enhances the feeling of otherness in the Muslims, perceived by them as a situation of 

inequality, and hence strengthens the internal ties within the community and the search for 

new grounds of difference from the society at large. 

Defined in terms of its values, the Muslim community in Bulgaria assumes 

increasingly concrete outlines. Among adherents of Islam in our country there is now a 

high degree of shared attitudes towards religion, the family, and work. It is around these 

three value sets that the modern image of the Muslim community in Bulgaria is structured. 

Compared with all other religious groups, it is among Muslims that the building of a new 

identity is most advanced. This process cannot be interpreted unequivocally as re-

Islamization, as some researchers are inclined to do. It is rather a rediscovery and re-

affirmation of the values of Islam as a philosophy of life and a moral practice amidst the 

increasing variety of culturally defined models of social integration. In itself this process 

cannot be defined either as stimulating social integration or as an incitement to self-closure 



and distancing. It is rather a kind of community response to the processes of disintegration 

and growing social inequality in Bulgarian post-totalitarian society.  

Together with this, the concrete forms of consolidation of the Muslim community 

affirm with increasing distinctness the image of a new elite that will formulate the 

perspectives of the community in terms that are increasingly based on religion. 

Traditionally, the Muslim community in our country maintained its own culture without 

trying to spread its values in active dialogue with other religious groups and especially not 

in open debate with the official atheistic policy of the state. The present-day forms of 

religious mobilization in the Muslim community are significantly different, especially as 

regards the willingness to strictly obey canonic requirements and preach the values of 

Islam through them.  

For the young Muslims engaged in the process of building a new Islamic culture it 

is no longer enough to share the faith and values of their parents. They want to make those 

values accessible and discussed by people outside the community. For the first time a 

systematic effort at active dialogue is going on, dialogue regarding the meaning of 

religious values for contemporary Bulgarian society. The critical attitude of young 

Muslims with regard to the actual realities behind the freedom to confess Islam in Bulgaria 

usually provokes wonder and mistrust among the majority, which believes Bulgarian 

society has achieved a model of tolerance in recent years. But for the surveyed young 

Muslims, this form of non-committed tolerance or simple toleration towards the religious 

and cultural presence of those who are different is no longer enough. They want 

recognition of their right to religious self-determination and increasingly want to be 

accepted as active participants in the process of rethinking the role of religious norms in 

public life. Their criticism is increasingly aimed against the notion of “emancipation” 

viewed as loss or neglect of the religiously prescribed norms of conduct. For these people 

the passive acceptance of the growing religious variety is not an expression of tolerance 

but a lack of sufficiently stable moral restrictions and norms. The study of Islam and its 

active preaching are becoming the norm for a righteous life, a norm that must be shared 

with the others. Through knowledge of the principles of the faith and understanding the 

rules and restrictions imposed on the faithful, Muslims here begin to build a new Islamic 

culture that, as in other European countries, is based on active maintenance of differences 

and consolidation of the community’s notions that Islam is the correct religion.  



The processes of religious revival among Muslims in Bulgaria cannot be interpreted 

one-sidedly as a threat against the secular nature of the state or social peace. Above all, 

they indicate the need for dialogue. Passing from negative to positive polarization is 

possible only by increasing dialogue, by active interaction which preserves differences as 

an incentive for integration. In the perspective of “dialogical sociology”, but also in a 

wider cultural sense, integration into contemporary Bulgarian society cannot be looked 

upon only as coexistence or as attracting the smaller cultural communities into the 

majority’s behaviour model. It is precisely in a country like Bulgaria, where Islam and 

Christianity have coexisted for centuries, that dialogue, now more than ever, is the only 

means for effective integration and consolidation of the national community.  

In insisting ever more strongly on their religious truth, young Muslims are actually 

attempting to engage in active dialogue with the representatives of the majority. The 

ritualized, declared tolerance toward the Other is no longer enough to give a new impulse 

to the process of integration. The other religious and social communities are provoked to 

rethink and stand up for their values in dialogue with Islam. The quality of the integration 

process will increasingly depend on whether, and how, and with what arguments, the other 

religious and cultural communities engage in dialogue with the Muslim community. The 

least adequate answer to this challenge would be to interpret these problems in terms of 

security or to systematically underestimate them as being expressions of isolated religious 

activism. The object of this dialogue is secular values and their affirmation in everyday 

life. Hence, this is also a dialogue concerning political values in contemporary Europe and 

in modern developed societies.  

The topic of relationships between Islam and democracy was not introduced into 

public debate by the Muslim community. The democratic values were highlighted by non-

Muslims as the opposite of the growing influence of Islamic fundamentalism in West 

European societies. According to some theoreticians of Islam, this religion implicitly 

contains democratic values, while for others there is not the least common area in which 

Islam and democracy could possibly be taken as commensurate and thus evaluated. In fact 

the contradiction lies not between the values of Islam and democracy but in the social 

practice that perpetuates the non-articulated latent oppositions formally displayed in the 

notion of cultural differences as a problem to full social integration. The norms of power 

contained in the principles of the Islamic community do not, in themselves, make 

questionable the ability of Muslims to participate in the democratic process. The object of 



dispute is increasingly becoming the attempt to impose secular norms in everyday life. The 

violation of the borderline between public and private life, between the norms of public 

interaction and everyday coexistence, turns the perpetuation of one’s own culture into a 

problem for the achievement of full social participation.  

The arguments in support of democratic values, which are usually centred around 

human rights (that seem particularly problematic in the practice of Sharia) are still not 

convincing enough for the youngest generations of Muslim living in multicultural 

societies. The very principle of multiculturalism, based on recognition of the right of 

difference of others, does not seem adequately protected in the everyday practice of 

present-day public life. The right to difference and acceptance of difference does not 

exhaust the problem of coexistence, where the building of a community seems to depend 

on the expanding influence of the fundamental values of that community. The norm of 

multiculturalism is only the first step, the mandatory precondition for engaging in dialogue 

with difference. At least for the time being, it seems that Western civilization and 

Bulgarian society are not prepared to take the next step and maintain their values while 

engaging in dialogue on terms of equality in the course of building new, supra-religious 

communities.   

The notion that integration amounts to unification or assimilation based on 

acculturation, on partial elimination of the cultural grounds of difference is leading, more 

than ever, to the reverse result. Decreasingly effective is the prospect of some kind of 

social integration that should compensate for the lack of shared values as a basis of 

coexistence. Representation can no longer make up for the lack of equality. Encouraging 

participation, even in the completely ineffective form of quota representation, has long 

since ceased to be the answer to the problem of quality integration into Bulgarian society. 

Formal recognition of the right to hold a different opinion does not signify willingness to 

accept this opinion as being of an equal standing or equally significant and valuable in 

building a shared notion of reality.  

Respect for difference must grow into willingness to have a personal position in an 

expanding space of mutually accepted dialogue that is perceived as a necessary part of life in 

society. Only then will the existence of different ethnic, cultural, and religious communities 

become a guarantee of the viability and integrity of the national community itself. The 

construction of an integration model based on authentic dialogue is yet to come. The collapse 



of communist systems in South East Europe resulted in a landscape to be newly arranged. 

Diverse forces compete to capture the popular energies released by the embrace of old and 

new identities. Deficits of modernization in a post communist nexus have deepened cultural 

asymmetries and challenge EU integration in new ways. Drives to rule of the “strong hand”, 

feod-like patron-client relations, “self-orientalization” as result of dilettante “social 

engineering” and unrealistic cultural politics increase the entropy of transition. 

History does not repeat, but it does instruct. In the twentieth century, European 

democracies collapsed into fascism, Nazism and communism. These were movements in 

which a leader or a party claimed to give voice to the people, promised to protect them from 

global existential threats, and rejected reason in favour of myth. European history shows us 

that societies can break, democracies can fall, ethics can collapse, and ordinary people can 

find themselves in unimaginable circumstances. History can familiarise, and it can warn. 

Today, we are no wiser than the Europeans who saw democracy yield to totalitarianism in the 

twentieth century. But when the political order seems imperilled, our advantage is that we can 

learn from their experience to resist the advance of tyranny (Snyder 2017). 

With the end of the Cold War, the victory of liberal democracy was thought to be 

absolute. Observers declared the end of history, confident in a peaceful, globalized future. But 

we now know this to be premature. Authoritarianism first returned in Russia, as Putin 

developed a political system dedicated solely to the consolidation and exercise of power. 

Russia works within the West to destroy the West; by supporting the far right in Europe, 

invading Ukraine in 2014, and waging a cyberwar during the 2016 presidential campaign and 

the EU referendum.  In the last six years, it has creeped from east to west as nationalism 

inflames Europe, abetted by Russian propaganda and cyberwarfare. While countries like 

Poland and Hungary have made hard turns towards authoritarianism, the electoral upsets of 

2016 revealed the citizens of the US and UK in revolt against their countries, longstanding 

policies and values. But this threat presents an opportunity to better understand the pillars of 

our freedoms and face the choices that will determine the future: equality or oligarchy, 

individualism or totalitarianism, truth or lies (Snyder 2018). 
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